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An ambassador is an honest man sent to lie abroad 
for the commonwealth…
• Sir Henry Wooton (1604) meant merely that ambassadors reside 

abroad, not that they speak falsely
• BUT ambassadors are not a transmission belt for views of the capital
• Scholars frequently look for gaps in how officials execute the wishes 

of politicians 
• We ask instead if there are gaps between ambassadors and capitals
• Two questions in analysis of survey of trade policy practitioners

– Are Geneva delegates aligned with their capitals on WTO priorities? 
– Do officials representing OECD countries and non-OECD countries 

have different priorities? 
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Presumption: delegates represent national interests

• Yes… but not exactly
• Environment in which Geneva representatives operate differs from 

that of capital-based officials. 
– At home, other ministries, industry interests and civil society
– In Geneva, 163 other members and Geneva diplomatic practices

• Hence Miles’ Law
!Views on priorities for the WTO may be influenced by where 

officials sit
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First possibility: is there a “Geneva effect”?

• Does social context lead officials to respond differently than otherwise 
similar colleagues in capitals? 

• Geneva effect may result in greater priority on addressing an issue
• Non-alignment may arise because of 

– asymmetric information on organizational matters 
– differences in assessments on what is feasible. 
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Second possibility

• Geneva-based officials 
– Priorities may differ from each other as well as from capitals 
– May differ in the degree of divergence from their capitals. 

• That variance reflects potential differences in 
– bureaucratic capacity of capitals
– autonomy accorded to Geneva missions on different types of 

issues. 
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We use OECD membership to test this possibility

• Proxy for 
– Familiar north/south or developed/developing country 

characterizations of country ‘types’ 
– Bureaucratic capacity in capitals
– Autonomy for delegates in Geneva 

• OECD members 
– tend to be high-income countries with sophisticated bureaucracies
– likeminded and work together to assess economic policies and 

determine what constitutes good practice. 
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The data

• Anonymous online expert survey in June 2020. All missions 
accredited to the WTO received the questionnaire. 

• Results reflect
– individual subjective views on the relative priority of an issue
– Not desired outcomes of their governments. 

• “WTO reform” has two dimensions in the survey
– Institutional: fixing the machine 
– Updating the rules for a changing global economy
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Questionnaire: What priority do you assign to:
A. Institutional Matters – ‘Fixing the Machine’
1. Improving compliance with notification obligations 
2. Monitoring COVID-19 pandemic trade-related 

measures 
3. Strengthening the trade policy monitoring process
4. Use WTO bodies to defusing potential disputes 

(example: through ‘specific trade concern’ 
processes)

5. Deepening engagement with stakeholders 
(example: through thematic sessions of WTO 
committees)

6. Make virtual meetings and video conferencing 
standard options for meetings

7. Provide support for plurilateral agreements 
8. Analyze the distributional effects across countries 

of national trade policies 
9. Make the Appellate Body operational again
10. Reforming dispute settlement and revisiting the 

role of appellate review 

B. Substantive Negotiation Priorities for the WTO
11. Resolving differences on special and 

differential treatment for developing countries
12. Concluding ongoing negotiations on fisheries 

and agricultural support
13. Concluding ongoing plurilateral negotiations 

on e-commerce, investment facilitation, 
regulation of services and MSMEs

14. Negotiating stronger rules on the use of 
subsidies and industrial policies

15. Clarifying the role of the trade policy in tackling 
climate change

16. Clarifying WTO role in promoting the 
sustainable development goals
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We sorted responses two ways

• Whether respondents work in Geneva (66) or capitals (146)
• Whether officials represent OECD or non-OECD countries (even split)  
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First hypothesis (H1)

• Geneva effect: Miles’ Law affects all trade officials leading to 
significant differences between Geneva and capitals in the 
importance accorded to institutional and policy issues.
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Analytic approach
• Responses on 5 point scale
• List of topics on left. Order in each 

case by degree of alignment
• Discrete choice regression estimates 

indicate whether belonging to a given 
group is associated with less or more 
utility being assigned to the issue, 
relative to the comparator group. 

• Vertical red line at 0 is alignment
• Point estimates to the right reveal 

higher utility for delegates in Geneva
• Difference from 0 line of less than 

0.10: we consider two sets of 
respondents closely aligned.  
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Capitals and Geneva often are not aligned…
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Is there a Geneva effect?

• Maybe. Evident non-alignment of Geneva and capitals on most issues 
suggests support for H1. 

• Robust inference require that OECD and non-OECD show similar 
degrees of 
– Alignment with each other
– Non-alignment with capitals. 

• In most instances they do not. 
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Second hypothesis (H2)

• Bureaucratic capacity constraints lead to greater autonomy for 
Geneva officials representing non-OECD countries than for OECD 
countries

• Non-OECD officials in Geneva will therefore be likely to diverge more 
from capitals than officials from OECD countries

14



OECD and non-OECD not aligned:
priorities far from 0 line
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OECD vs non-OECD in capitals OECD vs non-OECD in Geneva



Non-alignment is more acute in non-OECD countries:
more dispersion of priorities
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Capital vs Geneva for OECD countries Capital vs Geneva for non-OECD countries



Sustainable development governance

• Capitals, especially non-OECD, think trade/climate change, and 
trade-SDG linkages more important than Geneva 
– But non-OECD capitals attach higher priority than OECD capitals
– In Geneva the two are aligned on SDGs, but climate change a 

significantly higher priority for OECD delegations
• But gaps on many other issues too

– Notably dispute settlement, and current negotiation issues, 
including plurilaterals
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Fixing the machine: little alignment
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Columns 1 and 2:
0 line is 
agreement 

Point estimates to 
right higher 
priority for 
Geneva 

Columns 3 and 4:
0 line is 
agreement 

Point estimates to 
right higher 
priority for 
OECD  



Even less alignment on dispute settlement 
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As for negotiation issues…
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Miles’ Law holds, a little

• H1: Where trade officials stand appears influenced by where they sit
– Significant differences between Geneva and capitals in the priority 

accorded to addressing WTO issues. 
– But delegates in Geneva representing OECD and non-OECD 

countries are also not on the same page. 
• H2: Bureaucratic capacity in capitals and interaction in other fora may 

condition autonomy for Geneva
– More alignment between Geneva and capitals in OECD countries 
– Greater differences in perceived priorities between non-OECD 

capitals and Geneva
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So why is reform so hard?

• Delegates in Geneva are not on same page as capitals
– Sometimes Ambassadors may be an obstacle; at other times the 

problem is in capitals
– More serious for officials of non-OECD countries

• Officials of OECD and non-OECD countries are not on the same page
– In Geneva
– Or capitals

• Differences in priorities (never mind preferred outcomes) may lead to 
– Fragmented negotiating effort
– Inability to agree on feasible compromises.
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