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Russia’s invasion of Ukraine represents the biggest security challenge facing Europe since World War II.  In 
response, countries around the world have imposed an unprecedented array of sanctions.  Never before has 
the global community worked so quickly and efficiently to cut off a country economically from the rest of the 
world, and never before has such a powerful country been hit so hard by economic weapons. 

 But what exactly are economic weapons?  And will they be effective in dealing with Russia? To answer that 
question, I look at what can be learned from the literature on sanctions. Economic weapons, most commonly 
referred to as sanctions, are a way of impacting a target state without resorting to military force. They are 
usually aimed at regimes to deter, constrain and compel them to change course. While democracies have been 
targeted by sanctions in the past; most targets are authoritarian regimes and/or regimes engaged in conflict 
activities.  

The term “sanctions” is often used as if this is one approach.  But there are many different types of sanctions 
and economic statecraft.  These include targeting individuals and organizations, diplomatic sanctions, travel 
bans, asset freezes, bans on the import and export of commodities (such as arms and defence articles, high tech 
goods, natural resources and other goods), debt and equity restrictions and restrictions on banks.  

Russia is facing all of these types of sanctions at once. There are unprecedented penalties on Russia’s central 
bank, which has seen its US assets frozen. This prevents it from using its foreign reserves to prop up the value 
of the ruble, currently worth a penny.1  Most Russian banks were also ousted from the Society for Worldwide 
Interbank Financial Telecommunication (SWIFT), the inter-bank messaging service.  This would make it 
extremely difficult for Russian banks to move money around the world and would force them to use slower 
forms of communication.  About 70% of transfers in Russia used the SWIFT system, thus being removed from 
SWIFT will also make it harder for Russian businesses and citizens to pay for imports they may need.2  Two 
huge banks tied to Russia’s defence industry have been targeted.  Restrictions have also been expanded on 
purchasing Russian debt.3  

Additionally, top Russian officials including Vladmir Putin and Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov have been 
personally targeted, along with other oligarchs.4  For these individuals, any assets held in the global banking 
system are frozen and people in sanctioning countries are legally barred from doing business with them. The 
US Justice Department and European law enforcement agencies have established a Trans-Atlantic task force to 
go after the wealth of Russian individuals and companies, targeting their private jets, yachts, and luxury homes.  
The UK is also investigating wealthy individuals and money laundering.5

The US has restricted the export of high-tech products such as computer and semi-conductors to affect Russian 
military capabilities, while the EU has restricted exports to Russia in the energy, transport and technology 
sectors.  Taiwan, the world’s leading producer of semi-conductors, will restrict exports.  Germany stopped 
certifying the Nord Stream 2 gas pipeline.6



Banning Russian oil and gas are the biggest points of contention.  Europe relies on Russia for about 40% of its 
natural gas, and would struggle to run its power plants and heat up homes without Russian pipelines.  As a result, 
the Russian central bank Sberbank and the financial wing of Gazprom have yet to be removed from SWIFT.  
Thus, while the US announced that it has banned oil, natural gas and coal imports from Russia (as it only gets 3% 
of its oil from Russia) and the UK announced that it would phase out its reliance on Russian energy (the UK gets 
about 8% of its oil from Russia and 5% of its natural gas), other European countries are unlikely to follow suit.  
If European countries were to ban Russian oil, this would create huge shockwaves (for both Europe and Russia) 
as about 60% of Russian oil exports go to Europe. 

Russia has tried to prepare for this moment, hoarding more than $600 billion worth of foreign reserves in its 
central bank.7 8 But much of these reserves are in foreign bank accounts in countries imposing the sanctions.  
With the exception of 17.7% in China, the rest of Russia’s Central Bank’s foreign exchange reserves are in banks 
in EU countries, Japan, the US and the IMF.9  Western banks won’t provide currency swaps and China has shown 
reluctance to finance the purchase or Russian commodities in dollars to provide dollar swaps.
As a result, Russia is likely to see runaway inflation, and a decline in living standards.  Russia’s economy could 
shrink by 7-15% this year, and 35% in the second quarter.10 11

No doubt, these are the most comprehensive set of sanctions ever applied to a global power so well integrated into the 
global economy.  But will they compel Putin to change course in Ukraine?  Will they lead to political instability and 
unrest in Russia?  Will the sanctions fuel the ambitions of Russian coup plotters?

Will the sanctions work: what can we learn from the literature?

Sanctions are still a relatively recent tool of the international community and powerful states.  Sanctions were used 
very infrequently for the bulk of the 20th century. But after the Cold War ended, the use of sanctions was ramped up 
considerably, with as many sanctions employed after the end of the Cold War as there were from 1900-1990. An overview 
of the literature suggests the following:

•	 Sanctions have limited effectiveness, working in a third or less of the cases studied.12

•	 They work best when the target state is economically weak and in some way dependent on the sanctioning state.13

•	 They are more effective against democracies and are less likely to work on authoritarian regimes no matter what 
the objective. 14

.  
Why can authoritarian regimes better resist sanctions? 

•	 They don’t worry about elections as do democracies15  
•	 They can encourage rally-round- the-flag, emphasizing the country is under attack16 
•	 They can engage in blame shifting to counteract the signals sent by sanctions 17

•	 They can distribute the losses (and gains) from sanctions in ways that penalise their opponents and reward their 
supporters, strengthening authoritarian rule18 

How can sanctions affect authoritarian regimes?

While authoritarian regimes are better able to withstand sanctions, they can be affected. Thus, the regime may believe 
that general public support is important to sustaining power, and/or support needed from the minimum winning coalition.  
The autocrat may worry about the public turning against him which makes it more costly to maintain power since they 
will need to rely on more repression.  More plausibly, the autocrat worries that the economic constraints imposed by the 
sanctions will affect their ability to pay off their clients, such as members of the military or other party members, and the 
elites themselves.  Additionally, if an authoritarian regime faces sanctions because they are involved in hostilities/conflict 
with another state and/or non-state actor, sanctions may impact their ability to finance the war.



Does the type of authoritarian regime matter?

Because sanctions need to hit elites, some studies have looked at how the type of authoritarian rule is affected 
by sanctions. They suggest that:

•	 Personalist regimes – or those that are essentially one-man rule with a high concentration of power in 
the hands of one leader and the military and party apparatus severely limited under his power—are the 
most vulnerable.19  

•	 Single party and military regimes are better equipped to deal with sanctions20

Nevertheless, personalist regimes tend to have the bloodiest and most protracted exits, and they tend to cling 
to power until the very end. For some personalist regimes, giving in to sanctions is a last resort.  It would make 
the autocrat look weak to his elite support group and supporters and thus coping strategies are employed before 
compliance.  Personalist regimes also have the worst military intelligence when it comes to conflicts.  As the 
personalist leader fears being ousted, they are surrounded by sycophants who engage in false reporting.  This 
can make the personalist dictator more likely to take on risks when it comes to conflict.21

What are the coping strategies of authoritarian regimes that face sanctions?

Authoritarian regimes that are not inherently weak and impoverished have many tools at their disposal to 
deal with sanctions.  The longer the sanctions have been applied the less bite they have: the economies of 
authoritarian regimes can work around them. 22  The same can be said for Russian oligarchs close to Putin,23 and 
Maduro’s cronies in his inner circle and military.24

A more extreme coping strategy is to rely on purchasing gold.  In 2014, the Central Bank of Russia started to 
increase its purchase of gold to deal with the sanctions, taking a play out of Hugo Chávez’s playbook.25  In 
Venezuela, Chávez repatriated 160 tons of gold reserves from Europe before he died in 2013 which helped 
Maduro hold on to power despite crippling sanctions which started in 2014.  Gold can be sold on shadow 
markets to criminal groups and other authoritarian regimes to evade the impact of a country being banned from 
the international financial system.  As sanctions continued, including those on Venezuela’s central bank in 2019, 
the Venezuelan financial system was isolated from the global economy.  Maduro was able to turn to Russia for 
support, as Putin claimed he would do whatever was needed to help, including assistance, arms, and helping 
it sell its gold in unregulated markets, which was exchanged for euros used to purchase imports while other 
proceeds went to support military cronies.

Autocrats facing sanctions have also successfully relied on other authoritarian regimes.  In August 2011, a 
European sponsored draft which tried to impose UN sanctions on Syria included asset freezes, travel bans 
and an arms embargo.  Russia and China opposed it, which emboldened Assad. Russia props up Belarus by 
exporting energy resources at below market prices costing Russia about $2.4 billion a year.26  Both Russia and 
Iran have offered significant support for Maduro and Assad.  China provides Kim Jong Un massive amounts of 
food and fertilizer, and over $55 billion in exports.27  China appears to be Russia’s main source of support in 
weathering the onslaught of sanctions from the West.  But there are already signs that there are cracks in this 
alliance.  China declined to support the ruble from Western attack and Chinese banks have steered away from 
Russia.  Also the Chinese renminbi is not widely used outside of China.

Authoritarian regimes have also been successful in preventing a united approach to sanctions by having an effective 
lobbying team play to the self-interest of individual countries.  In the EU, there has not been unanimous support for 
the sanctions since they inflict too much economic harm on the senders.  After the ruble initially tumbled, Russia’s 
ability to export its natural resource products to European countries and elsewhere has helped the ruble stabilize.



Why have the sanctions not worked yet in Russia?

After being selected to be Boris Yeltsin’s successor and later winning an election in 2000, Putin started to 
consolidate his power over the Russian state, officially turning it into a personalist dictatorship by 2012.  Putin’s 
legitimacy was partially based on the perception that he brought Russia out of economic chaos that succeeded 
the fall of the Soviet Union. After growth rates in Russia stalled, Putin shifted to instrumentalizing the history of 
the Russian empire, which denies an independent Ukrainian identity.  With total control over the media, Russian 
propaganda endlessly spews misinformation about the regime and the West that has been fairly effective with 
many Russians. 28  It’s unclear how long a majority of the Russian public will believe the false claims about the 
conflict in Ukraine.29

While Putin’s personalistic rule makes Russia the most vulnerable type of dictatorship to sanctions, Russia is by 
the far the most powerful country facing sanctions of this nature.  Russia is not dependent on export earnings to 
access weapons and other military hardware to fund the war.  Personalist regimes that caved to pressure were 
dependent on foreign aid, and Russia is one of the richest countries in the world in terms of natural resource 
wealth, including minerals in addition to is large gas and oil reserves (as Russia holds the largest natural gas 
reserves in the world, 2nd largest coal reserves and 8th largest oil reserves).  Sanctions of the past have not 
involved Russian energy exports (which are 25% of the Russian economy) as that would impact Western 
consumers.  The initial rounds of sanctions imposed by the US and other Western countries which followed the 
annexation of Crimea slowed economic growth in Russia but did not have far-reaching effects.  By still being 
able to sell oil and gas to the US and Europe this enabled Russia to accrue dollars and euros which could be 
used to purchase rubles to prop up its value.  

But, now oil corporations such as Shell and British Petroleum have halted extraction projects in Russia and have 
abandoned partnerships with Russia state-owned oil companies.  As a result, Russia is struggling to find buyers 
for its top export.  As already mentioned, the US just banned Russian oil exports and the UK announced that it 
would phase itself out of relying on Russian energy products.  Russia needs its economy to be relatively stable 
to support its defence industry, its nuclear and chemical programs and its broadcasting industry.  Additionally, 
rarely has a target country been this interconnected with the global economy.  Research shows that sanctions 
may be increasingly effective with globalization 30

What next?

Though the West has unleashed an unprecedented array of sanctions, Russia has responded by being more 
repressive at home.  Sanctions have targeted key individuals in the regime, but it remains to be seen if these 
individuals will be able to circumvent the sanctions, as Iran’s Revolutionary Guards have by engaging in black 
market activities.  Putin’s inner circle remains committed, loyal and unlikely to oust him any time soon.31  Putin 
also purged expertise in the upper ranks of the military to coup-proof his regime.32

Yet the US, and the EU and other major players in the global community have little choice but to increase the 
sanctions in spite of concerns about their limited effectiveness. Inaction would be worse because sanctions 
are a form of signalling.  To some extent the sanctions help to strengthen the resolve of the Ukrainians, just as 
sanctions were part of a larger anti-Apartheid strategy of the African National Congress (ANC).  

Additionally, though sanctions will not cause authoritarian breakdown or leadership turnover, they may 
impact Russian effectiveness in the conflict.  Weak morale of Soviet troops vis-à-vis the mujahideen affected 
the decision to withdraw from Afghanistan after 9 years of war.  Many Russian conscripts in the war against 
Ukraine are being paid about $25 a month, far less than Russians in the regular army, who earn about $900 a 
month.33  With the ruble worth about a penny, Putin will have to spend more to keep the military happy.  The 



morale of Russian troops is already low, and the sanctions play a role in worsening it.34 Further, sanctions could 
affect Russia’s supply of military hardware.35  Sanctions are thus more impactful on authoritarian regimes who 
are also engaged in conflict; the regime is not just focused on leadership survival, but on being financially stable 
enough to conduct full scale military operations.

The big problem, is that sanctions are going to take time to affect Putin’s war chest.  Though there are plenty of 
signs of cracks in Russian military invincibility—as Russia is reportedly seeking economic and military support 
from China (and testing China’s loyalty), there are concerns about how long the Ukrainians can hold back the 
Russian advance.36  Thus, the effectiveness of the sanctions is dependent on how long the Ukrainians can defend 
their territory, to what extent China is willing to be Russia’s lifeline and if the West can ramp up sanctions on oil 
and gas.  True, sanctions will weaken Russia economically, and cause some internal instability, but the biggest 
impact will be if they can affect Putin’s ability to wage war effectively and force Russia to the negotiating table.
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