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		Abstract

		Sanctions are among the most frequently used foreign policy tools to address human rights violations. They traditionally respond to human rights abuses in a specific country. Yet, sanctions triggered by standardized rankings of statesâ€™ human rights performances have proliferated since the early 2000s. This paper investigates whether such measures based on cross-national human rights assessments facilitate similar responses to comparable transgressions. Using the example of the two-stage process of US human trafficking sanctions that combines universal rankings in the first stage and country-specific waivers in the second stage, we expect that rankings will be shaped by the respective countriesâ€™ performance, whereas waiver decisions will be driven by sendersâ€™ attempts to minimize the economic and political costs of sanctions. The empirical analysis leverages novel data on all human trafficking rankings by the US State Department and presidential waivers from 2003 to 2018. It shows that, contrary to expectations that comparative assessments will reduce the selective use of human rights sanctions, political and economic incentives affect decisions at both stages. Narrative evidence from the case of Malaysia illustrates the findings of the statistical analysis. 
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