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THE ROLE OF PROTOCOL IN INTERNATIONAL RELATIONS
AND PUBLIC ADMINISTRATION

The article examines the functions and role of state and diplomatic protocol and analyzes its
theoretical foundations and practical application in international relations and public administration.
The evolution of protocol from the court ceremonial of European monarchies to modern democratic
state protocol based on the principle of sovereign equality of states is explored. It is demonstrated
that protocol should be understood not merely as a set of etiquette rules but as a complex political and
legal system that regulates official interaction, ensures predictability of diplomatic communication,
and symbolically represents state authority in both international and domestic contexts.

Three fundamental functions of modern protocol are identified and analyzed: regulatory, symbolic,
and communicative. The regulatory function lies in establishing clear procedures and algorithms for
organizing official meetings, negotiations, ceremonies, and other forms of diplomatic interaction,
which helps prevent conflicts and misunderstandings among participants. The symbolic function
manifests itself in the visual representation of state sovereignty, dignity, and legitimacy through the
use of national symbols as well as ceremonial practices such as official visits and inaugurations.
The communicative function is interpreted as a specific form of non-verbal political communication
through which states transmit signals of respect, support, partnership, or, conversely, dissatisfaction
and distancing in the international arena.

Particular attention is paid to the transformation of modern protocol toward greater functionality
and practical efficiency. Using the case of the Secretariat of the Ukrainian Parliament Commissioner
for Human Rights, the article analyzes the application of functional protocol in the sphere of public
administration and international institutional cooperation. It is emphasized that functional protocol
prioritizes efficiency, flexibility, and professional expertise over traditional ceremonial forms. The
study concludes that under contemporary political challenges, particularly in conditions of wartime
governance, functional protocol increasingly becomes the dominant form of organizing official
interaction, enabling more effective coordination between institutions and ensuring the practical
implementation of diplomatic and administrative objectives.

Keywords: protocol, diplomatic protocol, state protocol, functional protocol, functions of protocol,
ceremonial, etiquette.

Problem Statement. On April 6, 2021, during
a protocol photo opportunity in Ankara, European
Commission President Ursula von der Leyen was
not offered a chair. Turkish President Recep Tayyip
Erdogan and President of the European Council
Charles Michel took seats opposite each other, while
the head of the European Commission, who had
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equal status in the negotiations, was forced to stand
aside for some time, expressing surprise. Eventually,
she was seated on a sofa opposite Turkish Foreign
Minister Mevliit Cavusoglu [1].

These images quickly spread across social media
and caused wide resonance in European media.
Moreover, in response, the Millenia Foundation for
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the protection of women’s rights and gender equality
launched a petition on April 8§ demanding the resigna-
tion of Charles Michel. According to Deutsche Welle,
as of April 12 more than 5.7 thousand people sup-
ported the document.

Therefore, to understand the scale of this scan-
dal, dubbed “Sofagate”, it is necessary to clearly
distinguish between etiquette and the fundamental
rules of official interaction covered by the concept of
“protocol”.

Protocol is a system of strict norms, rules and
symbols that is obligatorily applied in official com-
munication at the state, diplomatic and interstate
levels. These norms and rules are observed during
negotiations and preparation of agreements, giving
them solemnity and greater respect for their particu-
larly important provisions. Within the political and
administrative structure, protocol assigns everyone
their place, guarantees officials the opportunity to use
its rules, reconciles disputed issues of precedence,
as well as disagreements regarding privileges and
immunities [2, ¢. 10].

In addition, diplomatic protocol embodies two
fundamental political concepts.

The principle of state sovereignty is emphasized
through norms such as the mandatory performance of
the national anthem and the rendering of honors to the
national flag. These actions symbolically recognize
the independence and supremacy of state authority.

The principle of equality of states is ensured
through adherence to alternation (the order of
names of states and signatures in treaties), rotating
precedence at official events, as well as orderly
seating of diplomatic representatives. This guarantees
that no state formally has an advantage over another.

As we can see, this is much more than simply
etiquette. Protocol is a legal and political instrument that:

— regulates the procedure for organizing and
conducting meetings, negotiations, ceremonies and
signing documents;

— fixes the hierarchy of statuses and positions of
participants;

— serves to ensure mutual respect, avoid
misunderstandings and emphasize the sovereignty
and equality of states.

Actual violation of protocol (as in the case of
“Sofagate”) is often perceived as an insult or political
demarche with direct diplomatic consequences.

In the modern world, where informal
communication dominates, protocol may seem
archaic. Let us attempt to prove that it remains an
important instrument of politics, communication and
state-building.
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Analysis of recent research and publications:
V. V. Vladyshchevska and M. V. Hrushko consider
protocol an important instrument for implementing
the fundamental principles of a state’s foreign policy,
an integral component of diplomacy and its political
tool. Accordingly, they identify as the most important
function the promotion of international courtesy and
peaceful coexistence [3]. V. M. Mishehlina associates
protocol with the implementation of the internal and
external functions of state symbols, emphasizing
that protocol contributes to consolidating external
manifestations of state authority both within the
territory of the state and beyond it, especially
in relations with foreign states and international
organizations [4]. I. H. Maidan notes the importance
of observing the ceremonial norms of other countries
by all representatives, diplomats and politicians.
In particular, this includes national features of
diplomatic ceremonies and international etiquette
formed according to the customs, traditions, political,
social, ethnic, confessional and cultural conditions of
these countries [5].

Purpose and Objectives of the Article. The
purpose is to reveal the functions and role of
protocol. The objectives are to analyze its theoretical
foundations and then consider its practical application
in two key areas: international relations and public
administration.

Main Text. The development of protocol began
with court ceremonial in European monarchies
(especially in France and Spain in the sixteenth and
seventeenth centuries). At this stage, protocol had the
following key features:

1) emphasis on the absolute power of the mon-
arch, reflection of strict feudal hierarchy and rank of
the nobility;

2) extraordinary complexity, splendor and closed
nature of rules;

3) the order of seating, greetings and entry
depended directly on class, title and proximity to the
royal person rather than on the status of the state.

An important turning point was the Congress of
Vienna in 1815. Before that time, diplomatic protocol
was chaotic and often led to conflicts due to disputes
over precedence among ambassadors. The Vienna
Regulation established universal rules of precedence
for diplomatic representatives based on the time of
accreditation (that is, when the ambassador arrived in
the country), rather than on the political weight of the
country or the nobility of the envoy.

Thus, this was the first step toward separating per-
sonal status from state status and laying the founda-
tion for formal equality of representatives.
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Modern protocol acquired its form in the twen-
tieth century, especially after the creation of the
United Nations and the adoption of the Vienna
Convention on Diplomatic Relations in 1961. The
purpose of modern protocol is to regulate relations
among sovereign states regardless of their politi-
cal system or size. The fundamental principle is the
principle of sovereign equality of states — each state,
regardless of power, has equal rights and obliga-
tions with others. Protocol serves as an instrument
to reflect this equality (for example through alterna-
tion in treaty signing, equal placement of flags and
anthems) [2, c. 15].

Thus, protocol evolved from an instrument
confirming the vertical hierarchy of the monarch to
a system ensuring horizontal and formal equality of
sovereign nations on the world stage.

Based on analysis of scholarly works, we will
attempt to summarize the key functions of protocol.

Based on the analysis of scholarly works, we will
attempt to further summarize the key functions of
protocol.

Thus, the above theses, as well as a more detailed
analysis of these works, allow us to speak of protocol as:

1. The creation of a clear, predictable and orderly
algorithm for official interactions, which allows avoid-
ing chaos, misunderstandings and conflicts regarding
status and priority (organizational function).

2. A kind of “language without words,” which
through protocol details (seating order, level of recep-
tion of a delegation, exchange of gifts) transmits sig-
nals of respect, disregard, interest or distancing (com-
municative function).

3. A visual embodiment of the state, its sover-
eignty, dignity and authority through the promotion
of national symbols (symbolic function).

4. The fixation and transmission of national tradi-
tions, cultural features and values for the formation of
national identity (normative function).

Let us further consider how these functions are
implemented in international relations and in public
administration.

At the international level, the code of rules of
a particular country and its observance of the codes of
other countries takes the form of diplomatic protocol.
Diplomatic protocol is a set of rules, traditions and
customs that are strictly observed by governments,
ministries of foreign affairs and diplomatic missions
during international communication [6, c. 35].

It is not simply a collection of etiquette rules, but
an integrated organizational and political instrument
of the diplomatic service that performs several key
functions:

1. Determines the procedure for carrying out vari-
ous diplomatic acts and the form of relations between
state officials of different countries.;

2. Regulates international relations.

3. Contributes to the successful implementation of
the goals and objectives of the foreign policy of any
state [7].

The importance of these diplomatic efforts of pro-
tocol services is revealed in a number of well-known
historical examples widely covered in academic lit-
erature on diplomatic protocol and history. These
examples are connected with such diplomatic work
as the presentation of credentials by an ambassador,
diplomatic correspondence, and the organization of
receptions and other events in embassies.

Thus, the protocol of presenting credentials deter-
mines whether the receiving state recognizes a for-
eign representative as equal. A classical example is
the reception of European ambassadors in China
during the Qing dynasty (seventeenth—eighteenth
centuries). Envoys, in particular French and British,
refused to perform the kowtow ritual (prostration),
since this would symbolize that their monarch was
a vassal of the Chinese emperor. Protocol disagree-
ment often led to the failure of missions, since the
issue was not etiquette but recognition of hierarchy in
world politics [8].

The protocol of diplomatic correspondence and
treaty signing ensures sovereign equality. Before
1815, states constantly argued over whose monarch
and whose country should be mentioned first in the
text of bilateral agreements. The solution was the
Principle of Alternation: each party, when prepar-
ing a copy for itself, places its country and signature
first. This rule allowed both states to save face and
formally confirm equal status, avoiding disputes over
precedence.

The protocol of seating and precedence at recep-
tions is key to preventing conflicts. Before the Vienna
Regulation of 1815, there were no unified rules of
precedence among ambassadors, which constantly
caused clashes. The most famous example is the
bloody incident of 1661 in London between the
escorts of the ambassadors of France and Spain, who
fought for precedence in the procession. The Con-
gress of Vienna resolved this by establishing that
precedence is determined exclusively by the time of
accreditation (date of arrival), not by the rank of the
monarch. This depoliticized the issue, turning it into
a simple administrative rule that ensured predictabi-
lity [2, c. 33].

Protocol of high-level visits is of decisive impor-
tance for a state’s foreign policy, since it is a visible
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embodiment of international status, respect and sov-
ereign equality of states. It performs not only ceremo-
nial but also strategic functions, in particular:

— symbolization of sovereignty and respect: every
detail — from the red carpet and military guard of honor
to seating order — confirms recognition of the guest as an
equal representative of a sovereign state. Any violation
of protocol is considered a direct political insult;

— determination of status and importance: protocol
clearly distinguishes the level of a visit (for example
between a state visit — the highest level of honors —
and a working visit), which directly reflects the depth
and importance of planned negotiations;

— ensuring efficiency and security: protocol coor-
dinates the work of all services (security, transport,
protection), guaranteeing safe and logistically effi-
cient movement of the delegation under conditions of
an intensive schedule;

— creation of a political background: proper orga-
nization creates a favorable atmosphere for negotia-
tions, emphasizing the strength of bilateral relations
and shared values.

Thus, one of the most protocol-significant visits
that had an important political and symbolic dimen-
sion was the visit of President Volodymyr Zelenskyy
to the United Kingdom in February 2023 [9]. This
visit, although classified as a working visit due to
wartime conditions, contained elements that empha-
sized exceptional status and respect on the part of
the United Kingdom. The President was delivered to
London by a Royal Air Force aircraft, which is a rare
honor reserved for the closest strategic allies. The pro-
tocol included an audience with King Charles III at
Buckingham Palace. This is the highest level of honor,
confirming support for Ukraine from the British mon-
archy. The culmination was the President’s address in
Westminster Hall before both Houses of Parliament.
This privilege is granted only to key world leaders
and symbolizes deep unity and shared democratic
heritage. Thus, the elevated level of protocol honors
during the visit became a powerful and unambiguous
diplomatic signal to the world about the unwavering
support of Ukraine by the United Kingdom.

In international practice, deliberate observance or
violation of protocol is often a more powerful politi-
cal gesture than an official statement. In the already
mentioned protocol incident “Sofagate” (2021), the
Turkish side (regardless of whether intentional or
not) effectively lowered the status of the President of
the European Commission to the level of a minister,
questioning her equality with Charles Michel. This
was a demonstration of disregard toward a European
institution headed by a woman and a political “slap.”
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Sometimes political leaders resort to using protocol
as “soft power” to express support or create a favor-
able atmosphere for negotiations. Thus, during the first
visits of foreign leaders to Ukraine at the beginning of
the full-scale invasion, heads of states and international
organizations ignored traditional protocol requirements
regarding security and thorough preparation, traveling
by train, walking through the streets of Kyiv, and so
on. This was a demonstrative expression of solidarity,
disregard for risks for the sake of an ally, and a power-
ful political signal of unwavering support for Ukraine
under conditions of war.

As we can see, in international relations protocol
functions as a system of codified gestures that formal-
izes hierarchy, prevents diplomatic crises and serves
as a strategic instrument for achieving foreign policy
goals.

The second practical sphere of application of
protocol is domestic governance. Here as well sev-
eral directions of protocol activity can be distin-
guished, connected with the hierarchical structure of
state authority: the highest level — presidential and
parliamentary protocol; the middle level — protocol
in the activities of executive authorities; the micro
level — regional and municipal protocol. Let us
consider these levels in more detail.

The official code of rules for Ukrainian diplomatic
and state practice is the Presidential Decree of
Ukraine “On the State Protocol and Ceremonial of
Ukraine” (the main current document is Decree No.
746/2002 with subsequent amendments) [10]. This is
a fundamental regulatory legal act that governs offi-
cial communication at the highest state level and:

— approves the Regulation on the State Protocol
and Ceremonial of Ukraine, providing clear instruc-
tions for all state authorities;

— determines the procedure, rules and procedures
for conducting all official events with the participation
of the President of Ukraine, the Prime Minister, the
Chairperson of the Verkhovna Rada, as well as during
visits of foreign heads of state and government;

— regulates the ceremonial of welcoming and see-
ing off delegations, the procedure for signing interna-
tional treaties, seating rules, the use of state symbols
(flag, anthem), as well as the procedure for presenting
credentials by ambassadors;

— formalizes the activities of the State Protocol
and Ceremonial Service (currently within the Office
of the President), which is responsible for the practi-
cal implementation of these norms.

The most significant procedure planned and orga-
nized by the State Protocol and Ceremonial Service is
the ceremony of inauguration of the head of state and
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the taking of the oath. The tasks of this service go far
beyond logistics, ensuring legal legitimacy, state dig-
nity and political signaling of the event. In particular,
it is responsible for:

1. Developing the scenario of the entire ceremony
and its timing;

2. Ensuring strict compliance with constitutional
requirements during the oath, including the use of
state symbols and attributes;

3. Observance of diplomatic protocol regarding
foreign delegations;

4. Preparation and arrangement of the venue (for
example, the session hall of the Verkhovna Rada) in
accordance with requirements of state ceremonial;

5. Coordination of actions of military personnel
(honor guard, military orchestra) to ensure a solemn
and dignified background;

6. Cooperation with security services to guarantee
safety of the head of state, delegates and guests.

In addition, during inauguration protocol performs
not only a ceremonial function but also a function of
legal legitimization of power, clearly distinguishing
and at the same time uniting the three branches of
government:

— legislative — the Chairperson of Parliament
opens the ceremonial session and formally provides
the platform for the act;

— judicial — the Chairperson of the Constitutional
Court administers the oath and announces assumption
of office;

— executive — the elected President takes the
oath and assumes powers in accordance with the
Constitution.

Protocol between branches of government is also
a guarantor of institutional respect and effective
interaction, as it prevents situations where protocol
disputes may escalate into political conflicts. This
includes:

1. Establishing hierarchy among officials of differ-
ent branches at joint events;

2. Defining forms and style of official communica-
tion between branches (official correspondence, sub-
missions and appointments);

3. Coordination of joint activities where branches
represent the country (within delegations and at offi-
cial receptions).

If the types of protocol described above in both
international and state activity primarily represented
classical (or traditional) ceremonial protocol, in state
communication an equally important role is played
by functional protocol. The principle of function-
ality of protocol is clearly revealed in the work of
V. M. Repetskyi [11], who shows that functional

protocol places function above form, which is mani-
fested in:

— priority of substance over form (minimizing
time spent on lengthy ceremonies, allowing leaders
and experts to focus on negotiations);

— flexibility (protocol easily adapts to different
levels of interaction and conditions, such as visits to
conflict zones or rapid working trips);

— delegation of representation to the most com-
petent specialists, where expertise is more important
than status;

— efficiency in ensuring clear coordination of
logistics, security and schedules, allowing visits
and events to be organized more productively and
economically.

This case can be considered using the exam-
ple of the activities of the Secretariat of the Ukrai-
nian Parliament Commissioner for Human Rights
(Ombudsman).

A vivid example of international protocol interac-
tion of the Secretariat of the Commissioner, covered
in Ukrainian media, is the round table on counter-
ing strategic lawsuits against public participation
(SLAPPs) [12], organized in September 2024 jointly
with the Council of Europe Office in Ukraine.

This event illustrates the application of functional
protocol in the field of human rights protection:

— joint organization — holding the event together
with the Council of Europe Office emphasizes the
international status of the issues discussed (protection
of freedom of speech and media) and the need for
equal cooperation;

— international representation — participation
of high-level international experts, including an
international consultant of the Council of Europe, the
Deputy Head of the Civil Justice Unit of the European
Commission, and representatives of the Council of
Europe steering committee on media;

— level of participation of the Secretariat — the
Deputy Head of Department and Chief Specialist of
the Department for Monitoring Information Rights
participated, indicating delegated working protocol
where expertise and institutional interaction have
priority over status;

— protocol result — discussions focused on
integrating European standards (Council of Europe
recommendations and EU Directive) into Ukrainian
legislation, with protocol serving as a framework
for harmonizing legal positions and implementing
international norms.

This meeting is an example of functional protocol
where formal procedures (invitations, hierarchy of
representation) serve to achieve a practical political
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goal — approximation of Ukrainian legislation to
European standards in protecting journalists and
activists [13].

Functional protocol, due to its practical orienta-
tion, is also used for internal regulated procedures
of administrative bodies. This includes organiza-
tion of citizen receptions — established procedures
for receiving, registering and accompanying citizens
reflect respect for applicants and transparency
of public institutions. Likewise, organization of
official correspondence and compliance with clear
requirements for drafting requests, responses and
submissions ensure legal validity of documents.

Thus, we see that in public administration all types
of protocol are critically important for maintaining
authority and legitimacy of state institutions.

Conclusions. State and diplomatic protocol,
despite perceptions of its archaic nature, remains an
integral and vital instrument of modern governance

and international communication. It is not merely
a set of etiquette rules but a political and legal system
performing fundamental functions:

— regulatory — creating a clear and predictable
algorithm for official interactions, preventing chaos
and conflicts;

— symbolic — visual embodiment of state
sovereignty and dignity and legitimization of state acts;

— communicative — non-verbal transmission
of political signals of respect, equality, support, or
conversely disregard or dissatisfaction.

Both in international relations and in domestic
governance, protocol serves a single purpose —
strengthening authority, legitimacy and order.

Modern practice also demonstrates a transition
toward functional protocol, which values pragmatism
and efficiency above classical ceremonial, ensuring
effectiveness even in complex conditions such as
wartime.
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11020 meopemuyHi 3acadu ma NPAKMuyHe 3ACMOCY8AHHSA Y MINCHAPOOHUX GIOHOCUHAX [ OepiCcaABHOMY
ynpasninti. Posenauymo esonioyito npomokony 6i0 npuo8opHO2O YepeMOHIANy €8PONeticbKUX MOHAPXIl 00
CYYACHO20 0eMOKPAMUUHO20 OEPAHCABHO20 NPOMOKOLY, W0 IPYHIMYEMbCSA HA NPUHYUNT CYBEPEHHOT pigHOCMI
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i midcHapoOHumu axkmopamu. Iloxaszano, wo nPomMoKonr € He Juwe CYKYNHICMIO Npaguil emuxemy,
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a KOMMJEKCHOW NOAIMUKO-NPABo8oI0 CUCMEMOIo, sKa 3abe3neuyye nepeddayygamnicmv, cmadiibHicmy
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cygepenimemy, 2iOHOCMI Ma CMAMYCy 0epiCcasl 4epe3 UKOPUCMAHHSA 0ePICABHOI CUMBONIKU, YePeMOHIATy
gisumis, inaszypayii ma iHwux o@iyitinux nooin. Komynikamuena @yHxyis pozenadacmvcs K 0coonuea
Gopma HesepbanbHOI NOAIMUUHOI KOMYHIKAYIL, 30 OONOMO2010 AKOI 0epicasu nepedarms CUSHAIU NOBAU,
RIOMPUMKU AOO OUCMAHYTIOBAHHSL, WO MOXCE MAMU BANACIUBE OUNTOMAMUYHE HACTIOKUL.
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VIPAGNIHHA MA MIJCHAPOOHOI THCmumyyitinoi 63aemooii. Iliokpecieno, wo @yHKYIOHAIbHUL NPOMOKOT
OPIEHMOBAHUL HA OOCACHEHHSI KOHKPEMHO20 pe3Vibmamy, Hadde nepesazy epekmueHocmi, Hy4Kocmi ma
eKCnepmHoCmi Had MpaouyYitiHoI0 YepemMorianrbHiCmIo. 3p00Neno BUCHOBOK, WO 8 YMOBAX CYUACHUX NOTTMUYHUX
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