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About This Report 

This volume summarizes findings from a series of reports that assess how the Russia-Ukraine 
War is reshaping the international system, integrates supplemental findings, and highlights cross-
cutting implications. Although the war is ongoing as of this writing in 2024, this volume provides an 
early assessment of the changes the war is likely to bring about and initial recommendations for how 
U.S. policymakers should adapt. The other reports in this series are as follows: 

• Mark Hvizda, Bryan Frederick, Alisa Laufer, Alexandra T. Evans, Kristen Gunness, and 
David A. Ochmanek, Dispersed, Disguised, and Degradable: The Implications of the Fighting in 
Ukraine for Future U.S.-Involved Conflicts, RAND Corporation, RR-A3141-2, 2025 

• Alisa Laufer, Howard J. Shatz, and Omar Danaf, Implications of Russia's War on Ukraine for 
the U.S. and Allied Defense Industrial Bases, RAND Corporation, RR-A3141-3, 2025 

• Howard Wang and Brett Zakheim, China’s Lessons from the Russia-Ukraine War: Perceived 
New Strategic Opportunities and an Emerging Model of Hybrid Warfare, RAND Corporation, 
RR-A3141-4, 2025 

• Alexandra T. Evans, Krystyna Marcinek, and Omar Danaf, Will Europe Rebuild or Divide? 
The Strategic Implications of the Russia-Ukraine War for Europe’s Future, RAND Corporation, 
RR-A3141-5, 2025. 

These closely related volumes share some material, including descriptions, figures, and tables. 
The research reported here was commissioned by U.S. Air Forces in Europe–Air Forces Africa 

A5/8/9 and conducted within the Strategy and Doctrine Program of RAND Project AIR FORCE 
(PAF) as part of a fiscal year 2024 project, “End Game: How Might War in Ukraine End and How 
Will the Outcome Shape Future Force Needs.”  

This research was completed in November 2024. It has not been subsequently revised. 

RAND Project AIR FORCE 
RAND Project AIR FORCE (PAF), a division of RAND, is the Department of the Air Force’s 

(DAF's) federally funded research and development center for studies and analyses, supporting both 
the United States Air Force and the United States Space Force. PAF provides the DAF with 
independent analyses of policy alternatives affecting the development, employment, combat readiness, 
and support of current and future air, space, and cyber forces. Research is conducted in four programs: 
Strategy and Doctrine; Force Modernization and Employment; Resource Management; and 
Workforce, Development, and Health. The research reported here was prepared under contract 
FA7014-22-D-0001.  

Additional information about PAF is available on our website: 
www.rand.org/paf/ 

http://www.rand.org/paf/
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Summary 

Issue  
The Russia-Ukraine War is the most devastating conflict in Europe since the 1940s. Although 

Ukraine and Russia are the states most affected by the war, the effects of the conflict have reverberated 
throughout the international system. Already, the conflict has reshaped patterns of diplomatic and 
economic engagement, demonstrated new technologies and concepts of operations for warfare, and led 
major powers to shift resources and revise their investment strategies. As these changes indicate, 
policymakers do not have the luxury of waiting for the war to conclude before deciding how to react to 
it. Therefore, a comprehensive assessment of the strategic-level implications of the war is in order.  

Approach  
This report distills findings from a series of RAND reports examining the Russia-Ukraine War’s 

geopolitical and military consequences, integrates supplemental findings, and identifies cross-cutting 
implications. In the series of reports and in the present volume, we employed a threefold approach. 
First, we surveyed historical wars of similar size, duration, and scope to bound expectations for the 
Russia-Ukraine War’s likely effects and aftermath. Second, we drew on government documents and 
senior leader statements; discussions with subject-matter experts; and prior open-source research to 
characterize how states have and likely will continue to adapt. Third, because the war is ongoing, we 
identified factors—plausible future events or changes—that could alter states’ responses to the conflict 
and, in turn, affect our preliminary findings.   

Key Findings  
• The war's primary geostrategic effect has been to weaken relationships between Europe 

and Russia and, to a lesser extent, Europe and China, while providing an opportunity to 
strengthen the relationship between the United States and its European allies. If these 
changes prove to be durable, they will delay the Russian and Chinese goal of a multipolar 
world with reduced Western influence. Beyond the blood and treasure the delay has 
expended, this would be the more enduring strategic cost for the Kremlin.  

• Russian and Chinese incentives to undermine the transatlantic alliance have increased. 
Although Russia appears to remain open to resuming its prewar transactional relationship 
with Europe, European decisions to seek out durable alternatives to Russian energy imports 
and to enact wide-ranging sanctions will not be easily reversed. Beijing, for its part, appears to 
have developed a stronger interest in diplomatic and information operations designed to 
weaken the transatlantic alliance.  
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• U.S. and allied adaptations are necessary to prepare for future large-scale protracted 
conflicts and preserve extended deterrence. U.S. adversaries have observed U.S. challenges 
in sustaining support for Ukraine and may have new doubts about U.S. ability and will to 
wage a long war. If adversaries believe that their industrial and political systems are better 
suited for a protracted conflict than those of the United States and if they perceive that their 
interests can still be achieved at acceptable cost, the result may be a weakening of U.S. 
extended deterrence.  

• The U.S. defense community may be neglecting the implications of the war in Ukraine for 
future contingencies beyond the Indo-Pacific region, including in Europe. The United 
States is actively engaged in efforts to identify and apply lessons from Ukraine to the Indo-
Pacific and may be doing so more energetically and flexibly than its competitors, but the 
United States appears to have not launched an equivalent effort to reshape its approach to 
other theaters. Given the strains that its global commitments are likely to impose on U.S. 
military and economic resources in the years to come, the search for more cost-effective, 
asymmetrically advantageous means of deterring adversary aggression will need to be equally 
robust across theaters.     

Recommendations 
The reports in this series identify more than 40 specific recommendations for different 

stakeholders. In the following list, we highlight selected recommendations that stem from the cross-
cutting implications summarized previously.   

The U.S. government should consider the following: 

• Increase collaboration, information disclosure, and planning with European allies for 
addressing U.S. global concerns. The United States should seize the opportunity to build 
closer, more durable relationships with its European allies by demonstrating the U.S. intent to 
reliably and consistently consult closely with its European allies and European Union leaders 
across a range of global strategic issues. This may help cement and expand the expectations 
and habits of a close partnership at the highest levels of government.  

• Provide greater interagency attention to and resources for protecting U.S. and allied 
political systems from adversary information operations. The United States should expect 
the breadth and frequency of attacks to increase, requiring greater attention and resources to 
combat them.  

• Continue to refine U.S. and allied economic coercion tools. The United States and its allies 
threw the proverbial economic kitchen sink at Moscow in response to Russia’s invasion of 
Ukraine—but Russia is continuing to adapt, and China is doubtlessly learning from Russia’s 
experiences. The United States should seek to identify alternatives or modifications to these 
tools so that they remain effective in the future in the face of adversary efforts to mitigate 
them.  
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The U.S. Department of Defense (DoD) should consider the following: 

• Focus defense industrial base (DIB) investments on preparing for likely long-term needs. 
U.S. and European efforts to build production capacity are prioritizing Ukraine’s warfighting 
needs and the backfill of donor countries. However, the capabilities and munitions required 
for a conflict involving the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) may be quite 
different, and production lines may or may not be easily adaptable to service these different 
needs. Given the time required to build production infrastructure, long-term planning should 
focus on long-term U.S. and allied requirements for their own forces. 

• Update U.S. and NATO plans for the deterrence of Russia to more fully incorporate 
lessons learned from the fighting in Ukraine. The U.S. military has been energetically 
seeking to apply insights from the fighting in Ukraine to the Indo-Pacific, such as the 
increased role and capabilities of uncrewed aerial systems (UASs). DoD would likely benefit 
from a much more robust effort to identify asymmetric and efficient means of deterring 
Russian aggression, leveraging new technologies and battlefield dynamics, and pushing for 
these to be incorporated into NATO defense plans.   

• Assess the effects of increasing reliance on UASs on adversary perceptions of U.S. 
commitment to the defense of NATO allies. If adversaries perceive that uncrewed systems 
enhance the U.S. capability to defeat aggression against NATO allies, this assessment would 
help enhance deterrence. However, adversaries may instead assess that forward-deployed 
UASs are more easily replaceable assets than crewed aircraft, which may indicate a lower level 
of U.S. commitment to fight to defend NATO territory. If adversaries come to believe that 
increasing UAS deployments are being undertaken because of a U.S. unwillingness to take 
casualties in defense of NATO allies, it could increase the risks of miscalculation. DoD should 
carefully assess likely adversary perceptions of greater UAS deployments—particularly if these 
are accompanied by reductions in forward-deployed U.S. personnel—and evaluate whether 
there may be trade-offs for deterrence.   

U.S. Air Forces in Europe–Air Forces Africa, the U.S. Air Force, and the U.S. Space Force 
should consider the following: 

• Examine opportunities to leverage actual and proposed European DIB and infrastructure 
improvements to support U.S. distributed air operations. The Department of the Air Force 
and U.S. Air Forces in Europe should assess whether and where European enhancements 
could help improve the prepositioning of supplies; availability of runways; and hardening of 
relevant critical infrastructure, among other logistical challenges. U.S. Air Forces in Europe 
should work with partners to incorporate these considerations in security cooperation 
activities and access, basing, and overflight agreements. 

• Collaborate with Ukrainian and allied air forces to incorporate insights from the war into 
national, bilateral, and NATO exercises and training. For example, Ukrainian forces’ 
experience operating in a contested electronic spectrum environment can inform the 
development of more-realistic training environments. Likewise, Ukrainian armed forces’ 
experience employing hybrid space architectures can help inform the development of U.S. and 
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NATO tactics, techniques, and procedures and improve the readiness of non-spacefaring 
allies to leverage space capabilities.   
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Chapter 1 

Introduction  

This research was completed in November 2024. It has not been subsequently revised. 
 
The Russia-Ukraine War has been the most devastating conflict in Europe since the 1940s. The 

United States and its North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) allies have scrambled to respond 
to Russia’s aggression, imposing far-reaching sanctions on Moscow and providing unprecedented 
levels of military support to Kyiv while attempting to keep the conflict confined inside Ukraine’s 
borders. In the more than two and a half years since the conflict began, the United States has pursued 
these twin goals of helping Ukraine avoid defeat while limiting the risk of escalation to a broader war.1  

Although coping with the war’s short-term challenges has been paramount for U.S. policymakers, 
the effects of the conflict are likely to be further reaching. Already, the conflict has reshaped patterns 
of diplomatic and economic engagement, demonstrated new technologies and concepts of operations 
for warfare, and led major powers to shift resources and revise their investment strategies. The war’s 
imprint on the international environment likely will deepen as it goes on and as states continue to 
react to and attempt to learn from the fighting. Ukraine and Russia are the states most affected by the 
war, but the effects of the conflict are likely to reverberate throughout the international system.  

The series of reports summarized in this volume and the supplementary analyses provided 
represent our attempt at coming to grips with the effects the conflict is likely to have outside of 
Ukraine. There is an understandable appeal to waiting for the conflict to end before taking stock of its 
effects. Unfortunately, U.S. policymakers do not have that luxury. We do not know how many 
months or years remain before the conflict is over, but the longer the war persists, the more its effects 
are accumulating in ways that can and should inform U.S. policies and planning. Some adaptations to 
the war are underway in Washington, including expanded investments in the defense industrial base 
(DIB) and revised plans for the use of uncrewed aerial systems (UASs) in warfare.2 But a broader 
accounting of the likely strategic-level changes wrought by the conflict and how they should inform 
long-term policies and decisions for the U.S. government, DoD, and the Department of the Air Force 
(DAF) has yet to be conducted.  

This series of reports aims to enhance our understanding of these changes while accounting for 
inevitable uncertainty about the war’s future course and eventual conclusion. Using research 
conducted between October 2023 and September 2024, we provide an early assessment of the changes 
the war is likely to bring about and initial recommendations for how U.S. policymakers should adapt.  

 
1 Joseph R. Biden, Jr., “President Biden: What America Will and Will Not Do in Ukraine,” New York Times, May 31, 2022.  
2 U.S. Department of Defense (DoD), “DOD Releases First-Ever National Defense Industrial Strategy,” January 11, 2024; 
Kelley M. Sayler, “DOD Replicator Initiative: Background and Issues for Congress,” IF12611, Congressional Research Service, 
March 22, 2024. 
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Effects of the War on Ukraine 
This series of reports focuses on the effects of the war beyond Ukraine’s borders. Our decision to 

focus our analysis in this manner reflects a need for U.S. policymakers to be informed about the 
myriad ways in which the war has transformed the world. But the most pronounced effects of the war 
are concentrated in Ukraine itself. Russia’s invasion has led to tens of thousands of civilian casualties, 
more than 3 million internally-displaced people, and more than 6 million refugees.3 The Ukrainian 
economy declined sharply following the invasion, by roughly 30 percent in 2022, although it has since 
made a gradual recovery.4 The psychological toll on Ukrainian civilians has been immense; half the 
population is estimated to be in need of trained mental health support.5 The conflict has transformed 
the country’s identity and politics, fundamentally altering its cultural and political relations with 
Russia and consolidating Ukraine’s Western identity and orientation.6 Entire volumes could justifiably 
be written about the effects of Russia’s invasion on the people and state of Ukraine, which appear set 
to constitute the seminal moment in the country’s modern history. Our decision to leave this topic for 
future analysts does not reflect any indication that understanding these changes is not of critical 
importance, but rather is a necessary concession to the fact that the war has also generated important 
effects in many other areas of the international system that demand U.S. policymaker attention.  

Prior Analyses of the Wider Implications of the Russia-Ukraine 
War 

As the most destructive conflict in Europe since the World War II, the Russia-Ukraine War has 
been extensively studied. The individual volumes in this report series highlight a wealth of assessments 
of specific aspects of the conflict, including the effects on future warfighting, European alliance 
politics, and reactions of China’s officials. However, syntheses that attempt to identify the broader, 
cross-cutting effects of the war have been far fewer in number.  

One notable exception is the 2024 publication of War in Ukraine, edited by Hal Brands.7 The 
volume contains 17 chapters by prominent scholars on different aspects of the origins of the war, the 
fighting itself, and the reactions of key global actors. In structure, it therefore has similarities to the 
efforts summarized in this volume, although the specific topics discussed vary, and our work is not 
substantially concerned with the debate over origins of the war, other than how they may affect its 
aftermath. The cross-cutting conclusions noted in Brands’ opening chapter likewise find some echoes 
in our report, including, particularly, the observation that the war appears to have further polarized 

3 United Nations (UN) Human Rights, Office of the High Commissioner, “Ukraine: Protection of Civilians in Armed Conflict. 
May 2024 Update,” June 7, 2024; United States of America for United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, “Ukraine 
Emergency,” February 2024.  
4 Drazen Rakic, “Two Years of War: The State of the Ukrainian Economy in 10 Charts,” European Parliament, Economic 
Governance, and Economic and Monetary Union Scrutiny Unit, February 2024.  
5 Agnieszka Pikulicka-Wilczewska, “As Russia’s War Rages, Ukraine’s Mental Health Crisis Spirals,” Al Jazeera, April 11, 2024.  
6 Razumkov Centre, “Identity of Ukrainian Citizens: Trends of Change (May 2023),” webpage, August 24, 2023; Andrew 
Wilson, “Reformation Nation: Wartime Politics in Ukraine,” European Council on Foreign Relations, December 4, 2023. 
7 Hal Brands, ed., War in Ukraine: Conflict, Strategy, and the Return of a Fractured World, Johns Hopkins University Press, 2024. 
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the international system, strengthening cohesion within the West while further distancing it from the 
autocracies in Russia and China. The efforts also differ in our more structured consideration of how 
future developments in the conflict could alter our conclusions and in our focus on some issues not 
discussed at length in the Brands volume, such as allied DIB issues. The Brands volume is well worth 
reading as a summary of expert opinion on the conflict around its second anniversary in early 2024.  

Other efforts to take stock of the larger implications of the war to date were more limited. 
Anthony Cordesman wrote a July 2023 draft report on the strategic implications of the war, which 
focused heavily on the uncertainties of the conflict and dependence of future outcomes on the course 
of the conflict.8 A 2023 McKinsey report highlighted 12 disruptive trends accelerated by the war, 
primarily related to finance and economics.9 Belo and Rodriguez, writing to summarize a special issue 
on the war in the Canadian Foreign Policy Journal, highlighted the stresses that the war has placed on 
international order.10 Thus, although cross-cutting assessments of this topic do exist, we believe that 
the reports produced for this project and summarized here represent the most comprehensive, 
forward-looking analysis of the implications of the war in Ukraine undertaken to date.  

Research Approach 
This series of reports was designed to identify the broader effects of the Russia-Ukraine War and 

the resulting implications for U.S. policymakers. Specifically, we set out to answer the following 
research questions:  

• What are the geopolitical and military consequences of the Russian invasion of Ukraine? 
• What are their implications for U.S. Air Forces in Europe (USAFE), DoD, and U.S. 

policymakers? 

While answering such open-ended questions necessarily requires a broad scope, the time and 
resources available to conduct the research still required difficult decisions regarding on which areas of 
focus we would concentrate our efforts. To make these scoping decisions, we considered the following 
two main criteria:  

• How critical is this area or topic likely to be for affecting future U.S. national security policy 
decisions?  

• How tractable is researching this area or topic likely to be while the war is still going on?  

As noted previously, we made the difficult decision to exclude the future trajectory of Ukraine as 
an area of focus, largely because of the second of these criteria. The future of Ukraine, still under 
existential threat from Russian invasion, is particularly difficult to assess without greater clarity about 
how the conflict is likely to end and, in particular, whether the regime in Kyiv ends up surviving. 

 
8 Anthony Cordesman, The Lasting Strategic Impact of the War in the Ukraine, Center for Strategic and International Studies, 
July 5, 2023. 
9 Olivia White, Kevin Buehler, Sven Smit, Ezra Greenberg, Ritesh Jain, Guillaume Dagorret, and Christiana Hollis, War in 
Ukraine: Twelve Disruptions Changing the World—Update, McKinsey and Company, July 28, 2023.  
10 Dani Belo and Federmán Rodríguez, “The Conflict in Ukraine and Its Global Implications,” Canadian Foreign Policy Journal, 
Vol. 29, No. 3, 2023. 
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While in other areas far-reaching effects can already be seen in ways that are not as susceptible to 
changes in the course of the war, we concluded that assessments of Ukraine’s future trajectory would 
be premature rather than merely provisional.  

We also decided not to focus on a series of topics that are likely to be primarily economic in their 
effects. The changes that the war has wrought on global patterns of trade, on energy markets, and on 
food security concerns in the developing world may all prove to be important results of the war, but 
their linkages to U.S. national security considerations are more indirect.  

We identified five topic areas as best meeting our criteria and therefore most productive for 
research attention. Each of these five topics is the subject of a standalone report in this series and is 
summarized in the chapters that follow:  

1. warfighting implications: changes in the character of warfare demonstrated in Ukraine and 
their relevance for hypothetical future wars involving the United States  

2. DIB implications: changes in U.S. and European allied defense industrial production policies 
and likely future trends 

3. Chinese government reactions: lessons that Chinese Communist Party (CCP) officials are 
taking from the Russian invasion of Ukraine and how these lessons are influencing China’s 
policy 

4. Russian government reactions: changes in Russian foreign and security policy that are likely 
to be durable after the war, with particular attention to Russian attitudes and policy toward 
the United States, Europe, and China 

5. European government reactions: changes in European security policy, with a focus on 
changes in European relations with Russia, European defense policy and relations with the 
United States and NATO, and European relations with Ukraine. 

In addition, we identified three other areas as likely to be significant but less critical for U.S. policy 
than the preceding five: India’s reaction to the conflict and its shifting role in geopolitics, the effects of 
the war on Law of Armed Conflict issues, and the effects of the conflict on broader international 
norms. The discussion of how the conflict may affect the Laws of War is covered in Chapter 3, and 
these more limited assessments of India’s role and broader international norms issues are included in 
Chapter 4.  

Methodologically, our research employed two main approaches. The first was descriptive. The 
assumption underlying all our work is that impactful changes from the war are increasingly being felt, 
absorbed, and acted on throughout the international system and, as a result, are becoming less 
susceptible to sharp reversal as the conflict drags on. Our research took place between October 2023 
and September 2024. By the end of this period, more than two and a half years of fighting had already 
taken place. Thus, our primary analytic goal was to describe changes underway. The exact approach to 
doing so varied across the different topics, and the individual volumes provide more detail in this 
regard—but, in general, we relied on primary sources, such as government policy documents or senior 
leader statements; discussions with subject-matter experts focused on these topics; and secondary 
sources, such as other reports that have already been written on these topics. We sought to find 
evidence of changes in state policies or attitudes in comparison with the pre-February 2022 baseline 
and then to assess the support available for different explanations for these changes to understand 
their connection to the war and potential durability.  



5 

This descriptive approach allowed us to identify changes underway and likely ongoing trends and 
resulted in what we refer to throughout this report series as our preliminary findings. However, given 
the substantial uncertainty that remains about how the conflict will end and what other events may 
still occur over the course of the war that could alter some of our preliminary findings, we also relied 
on a second approach.  

Accounting for Uncertainty Regarding the Future Course of the War 
One of the central challenges in assessing the long-term implications of the Russia-Ukraine War 

is, of course, that the war is still ongoing. Although the two and a half years of fighting thus far have 
generated many changes throughout the international system, the possibility remains that other events 
may occur in the course of the fighting that will alter the war’s long-term implications.  

Figure 1.1. Approach to Managing Uncertainty from the Ongoing War 

 

Our approach to grappling with this uncertainty had four steps (Figure 1.1). First, as noted 
previously, we identified changes that have occurred or are in progress because of the war, what we 
refer to as our preliminary findings. Second, we identified factors—plausible future events or 
changes—that we assessed have the potential to alter states’ responses to the conflict and lead to 
changes in trends. For example, a scenario in which Russia ultimately succeeded in conquering the 
bulk of Ukraine’s territory and forced a capitulation of the government in Kyiv would likely lead 
European leaders to reassess the strategic environment and revise their policies substantially. 
Although battlefield events represent one category of important factors, we also identified political, 
economic, and diplomatic events outside Ukraine that could have important effects on states’ long-
term behavior. For example, extremist electoral victories in key European states could weaken 
European cohesion and alter how major donor countries or even international organizations, such as 
the European Union (EU), respond. Such political changes could occur regardless of the battlefield 
trajectory of the war.  

Our survey of potential factors identified 13 for deeper consideration using three criteria: scale, 
distinguishability, and plausibility. With respect to scale, we prioritized those factors with the 
potential to be the most consequential. In prioritizing distinguishability, we focused on discrete events 
that would produce clearly identifiable and measurable changes. In doing so, we intentionally omitted 
phenomena that might produce more gradual shifts, such as increasing political polarization in Europe 
or the United States or a long-term erosion of the Chinese government’s commitment to Russian 
leadership. Although such structural trends could prove to be important, their effects are often more 
diffuse and difficult to identify and, therefore, to respond to. Because our aim is to inform 
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policymakers’ understanding of the war’s aftermath, we focused on discrete, observable factors that can 
be monitored. Finally, our focus on plausibility meant that we left out so-called black swan (high-
consequence, low-probability) events to instead prioritize factors that are plausible though still 
uncertain. Our resulting list, therefore, accounts for only some of the factors that could alter the long-
term effects of the Russia-Ukraine War. However, we felt that these limitations were necessary to 
make the best use of the space available in these reports and to focus policymaker attention on the 
most useful potential indicators that our preliminary findings could shift.   

Third, we assessed which factors were likely to be most relevant to each of our focus topics, as 
summarized in Table 1.1. Some factors may be highly relevant for some topics but less relevant for 
others. For example, a change in Ukrainian policy to acquiesce to Russia’s territorial seizures might 
have profound implications for European and Russian strategic approaches to the post-war era but 
would likely have limited implications for our understanding of the warfighting lessons from the 
conflict. Rather than have every volume in this report series assess every factor, we instead identified 
the most salient factors for each topic, limiting the number of factors assessed in each report to only 
those with the most direct relevance to the topic.  

Fourth, we assessed whether these factors could alter our preliminary findings. Within each 
report, we considered the possibility that these factors could either inhibit key actors’ ability to execute 
policies begun already or drive states and international organizations to reconsider their approaches 
and alter their behavior. These necessarily brief analyses are summarized in a common section in the 
concluding chapter for each volume so readers can quickly identify events that could require 
reexamining our conclusions. We summarize this analysis in Chapter 5.  

Table 1.1. Factors that Could Alter Post-War Outcomes and the Topics for Which They Were 
Assessed to Be Most Relevant 

Factor Warfighting 
China’s 

Reactions DIB 
European 
Strategy 

Russian 
Strategy 

The course of the war  

Russia uses tactical nuclear weapons 
inside Ukraine X X  X X 

Russia or Ukraine achieves cost-
effective breakthrough that solves major 
existing operational challenge 

X  X   

Russia uses anti-satellite (ASAT) weapon 
in low-earth orbit (LEO) against 
commercial targets that generates 
massive debris 

X     

NATO directly intervenes in Russia-
Ukraine War    X X 

China provides lethal military support to 
Russia  X    

The ending of the war 
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Factor Warfighting 
China’s 

Reactions DIB 
European 
Strategy 

Russian 
Strategy 

Ukraine regains internationally 
recognized prewar borders   X  X 

Russian-imposed regime change in 
Ukraine   X X X 

Ukrainian government accepts cessation 
of hostilities without territorial settlement     X X 

Outside events 

Ukraine receives U.S. or NATO security 
guarantee following the end of the war    X X 

Extremist victories in elections in key EU 
states    X X  

Destabilization of Russia  X  X X 

United States withdraws from European 
alliance commitments   X X X 

India or multiple key global south states 
shift to clearly opposing Russia’s 
invasion 

 X    

Report Organization 
This report is organized into four remaining chapters. Chapter 2 provides an overview of several 

historical case studies we conducted that help set expectations for the types and scale of changes that 
might be expected from wars with the characteristics of the Russia-Ukraine War. These expectations 
were not used to shape our analysis of our main topics, but they do provide helpful context in which 
our preliminary findings may be understood and interpreted.  

Chapter 3 summarizes our preliminary findings with greatest relevance to future warfare, drawing 
primarily from our previous reports on warfighting, DIB, and law of armed conflict issues. Chapter 4 
summarizes our preliminary findings with greatest relevance to the international system, relying on 
our reports on Chinese, Russian, and European reactions to the conflict, and incorporating our more-
limited discussion of India and the broader international order. Chapter 5 highlights our analyses of 
which factors still have the greatest potential to alter our preliminary findings, across all our main 
topics. Chapter 6 concludes by outlining the implications and policy recommendations for the U.S. 
government, DoD, and the DAF that stem from our work.  
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Chapter 2 

Setting Expectations from Historical 
Context 

Wars are catalysts for change. Conflict frequently arises when states perceive that the existing 
order is no longer serving to advance their interests—and when they perceive an opportunity and 
incentive to renegotiate the terms of the regional or international system.11 In fighting to secure new 
territory, contain or weaken a rival, or claim a relative advantage (among other potential motives), 
states may redraw boundaries, forge new political coalitions and institutions, and develop or reveal 
novel technologies and operating concepts. The physical destruction caused by war, including the 
displacement of populations and the destruction or redistribution of trade networks, can also reshape 
societies and the international system more broadly. 

Yet the magnitude, nature, and duration of these effects varies widely among conflicts. Although 
the World Wars were transformative events that reshaped the international system and distribution 
of power, more-limited conflicts have had less profound effects. Regional conflicts often involve fewer 
countries, endanger fewer people, absorb fewer resources, or capture less global attention compared 
with systemic conflicts and, therefore, produce different pressures on existing regional or international 
orders. Historically, the nature, severity, and duration of the resulting regional and international 
changes also differ across conflicts.  

To bound expectations for the likely consequences of the ongoing war in Ukraine, we surveyed 12 
historical wars similar in size, duration, and scope to the Russia-Ukraine War and their aftermaths to 
understand common patterns of regional and international effects. How states weathered the damage 
and changes wrought by war varied among countries and across time. In general, we found that such 
wars can have pronounced effects on regional systems and the participants but do not typically lead to 
widespread changes in the international system.  

Which Cases Are Most Relevant? 
To identify possible historical points of comparison with the conflict in Ukraine, we considered 

the following four characteristics of the current conflict that are likely critical in determining its course 
and consequences: 

• Participants: Both Russia and Ukraine maintained large, capable, and experienced militaries 
prior to the conflict. Although partisan militias and nonstate forces, such as the Wagner 

 
11 For a discussion of war as a form of bargaining, see Dan Reiter, “Exploring the Bargaining Model of War,” Perspectives on 
Politics, Vol. 1, No. 1, March 2003. 
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Group, have played significant roles in the war, engagements among conventional, organized 
forces have predominated. 

• Geographic scale: The conflict has largely been confined to Ukraine, although significant 
operations have been conducted on Russian territory. To date, however, large-scale fighting 
has not occurred on the territory of other states.    

• Intensity and casualties: The war in Ukraine has been characterized by sustained periods of 
intense fighting on a large scale involving mechanized, air, and missile forces. Two and a half 
years into the fighting, the war is now the costliest conflict in Europe since 1945. 

• Duration: The conflict’s length has nearly depleted critical military inventories and raised 
reconstitution and regeneration challenges for both sides. 

We hypothesized that these characteristics are likely to be correlated with the scale of systemic 
effects produced by such conflicts. That is, we assumed that more destructive conflicts involving more 
states are likely to have greater effects on the international system and that less destructive conflicts 
involving fewer states are likely to have lesser effects. There will be outlier cases in either direction, and 
we do not claim that such characteristics are the only way to identify cases with potentially similar 
effects on the international system. We do, however, believe that looking at cases that are similar to 
the Russia-Ukraine War on these dimensions provides a reasonable sample to help bound 
expectations as to the scale and nature of these systemic effects. Our expectations regarding the war’s 
potential effects on the international system would also shift should the war in Ukraine expand 
dramatically in scope. In effect, this chapter assumes that the war in Ukraine will remain at its current 
approximate geographic sale and intensity.  

Next, we surveyed the Correlates of War dataset to identify cases of high-intensity, high-casualty, 
geographically limited, inter- and extra-state wars of at least one year in duration since 1815.12 We 
also considered whether sufficient literature was available to characterize the course and aftermath of 
each conflict. The cases that met our criteria are listed in Table 2.1. 

Table 2.1. Cases of High-Intensity, High-Casualty, Geographically Limited, Multiyear 
International Conflicts Since 1815 

Historical Case Time Frame Major Participants 

Crimean War 1853–1856 France, Great Britain, Ottoman Empire, Russia 

Lopez War 1864–1870 Argentina, Brazil, Paraguay, Uruguay 

Russo-Turkish War 1877–1878 Russia, Ottoman Empire 

Boer War 1899–1902 Great Britain, Boers 

Russo-Japanese War 1904–1905 Japan, Russia 

Russo-Polish War 1919–1921 Poland, Soviet Union 

Italo-Ethiopian War 1935–1936 Ethiopia, Italy 

Korean War 1950–1953 United States, North Korea, China, South Korea 

 
12 Meredith Reid Sarkees and Frank Wayman, Resort to War: 1816—2007, CQ Press, 2010. 
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Historical Case Time Frame Major Participants 

Vietnam War 1965–1975 United States, South Vietnam, North Vietnam 

Sino-Vietnamese War 1979–1987 Vietnam, China 

Soviet-Afghan War 1979–1989 Soviet Union, Afghanistan 

Iran-Iraq War 1980–1988 Iran, Iraq 

 
The resulting list of 12 conflicts has some notable omissions. The criteria exclude the 2008 

Georgia war, a relatively short conflict that resulted in fewer than 1,000 battle deaths, and the 2014 
Russian attacks on Ukraine, which also produced comparatively limited casualties.13 On the other end 
of the spectrum, we excluded the World Wars because their geographic breadth, intensity, and 
catastrophic damages far exceed those of the Russia-Ukraine War. Using the four criteria described 
above, we also excluded civil conflicts but included wars, such as Vietnam and Korea, in which 
insurgencies and intra-communal conflict occurred alongside substantial interstate fighting. We also 
excluded the Finnish-Soviet Winter War (1939–1940) because of the difficulty of differentiating the 
conflict’s regional effects from those caused by World War II. Lastly, we excluded conflicts, such as 
the international campaign against the Islamic State or the Second Congo War, in which many or 
most of the major belligerents were extra-state and nonstate militant groups.  

Historical analogizing is a fraught process, and each of these cases differs from the current war in 
Ukraine in substantial ways, including the structure of the international economy and the pattern of 
global trade, the military technologies available to belligerents, the allies and partners available to 
support key parties to the conflict, and domestic political conditions in the relevant countries, among 
other factors. Although these variations limit our ability to derive specific predictions about the course 
or aftermath of the war in Ukraine, the differences among cases enable consideration of both the range 
of potential consequences and the relative frequency or rarity of certain post-war effects. Reviewed 
together, these historical cases provide insight into the underlying factors that can contribute to 
variation in the type, severity, or timing of such changes—and the factors that could still alter the 
direction or strength of trends observed since 2022.  

Common Trends and Consequences 
Our analysis of the historical cases revealed several common effects of prolonged, high-intensity, 

high-casualty, geographically limited wars comparable with the Russia-Ukraine War. 

The Creation of New Regional Security Organizations Is Common, but 
Strategic Realignments Are Rare 

Among the historical cases we surveyed, we identified multiple instances in which warfighting 
demands—or broader regional concerns generated by the conflict—led countries to formalize 

 
13 Louise Richardson, “Strategic and Military Planning, 1815–56,” in Talbot C. Imlay and Monica Duffy Toft, eds., The Fog of 
Peace and War Planning: Military and Strategic Planning Under Uncertainty, Routledge, 2006. 
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relationships and establish new regional institutions that outlasted the immediate crisis. For example, 
the stresses of the Iran-Iraq War led the six Gulf monarchies to overcome prior concerns about Saudi 
dominance to form the Gulf Cooperation Council, expand bilateral cooperation, and solidify 
previously tentative outreach to Baathist Iraq.14 Generally, regional conflicts encouraged states to 
institutionalize existing partnerships or to expand areas of cooperation. For instance, the Crimean 
War solidified the gradual improvement in relations between France and Great Britain that had begun 
before the war and opened a protracted period of cooperation.15 Nearly a century and a half later, the 
Soviet invasion of Afghanistan led the United States to band together with Saudi Arabia and Pakistan 
to organize support of anti-communist guerillas, establishing a framework for defense cooperation 
that continued for decades after.16 

Wars can also intensify trends in the relations of third-party countries that are either aligned with 
or provide support to belligerents. For example, the Korean War hardened U.S. attitudes toward 
China and contributed to the decision to sever Japan-China trade relations.17 Conversely, the Russo-
Japanese war provided the United States with an opportunity to cooperate with extra-regional powers, 
such as Great Britain, to legitimize its involvement in Asia-Pacific affairs and eased the expansion of 
U.S. influence that had begun earlier.18 Several decades later, the Sino-Vietnamese War strengthened 
an emerging opposition coalition of Southeast Asian countries that were already suspicious of both 
Chinese and Vietnamese aims in the region.19 

However, cases of strategic realignments, such as the formation of new alliances between rivals or 
an outbreak of conflict between allies, were less common. We identified only one case in which a 
regional conflict directly contributed to the collapse of a prewar partnership: Austria’s decision not to 
assist its partner Russia during the Crimean War and its later threat to side with France and the 
United Kingdom instead. More commonly, regional conflicts reinforced existing trends, although they 
could accelerate the pace. On the one hand, the Korean War drove the United States to end its 
occupation of Japan, normalize relations, and establish a security alliance with its former wartime 
enemy.20 On the other hand, U.S.-Japan relations had already begun to improve prior to 1950, and it 
is likely other regional security imperatives, including proximity to the Soviet Union, would have 
driven eventual U.S.-Japan rapprochement. Other instances of realignment proved less durable. For 
example, Paraguay’s attack on Argentina in 1865 spurred Argentina and Brazil to overcome their 
traditional animosity and, together with Uruguay, form the Treaty of the Triple Alliance in May 

 
14 Gregory Gause, The International Relations of the Persian Gulf, Cambridge University Press, 2014. 
15 Trudi Tate, A Short History of the Crimean War, I.B. Tauris & Company Ltd., 2019. 
16 Austin Carson, Secret Wars: Covert Conflict in International Politics, Princeton University, 2018. 
17 Michael Schaller, “The Korean War: The Economic and Strategic Impact on Japan, 1950–1953,” in William Stueck, ed., The 
Korean War in World History, University Press of Kentucky, 2004. 
18 John Steinberg, Russo-Japanese War in Global Perspective: World War Zero, Brill, 2005. 
19 Xiaoming Zhang, Deng Xiaoping's Long War: The Military Conflict Between China and Vietnam, 1979–1991, University of 
North Carolina Press, 2015. 
20 Jennifer M. Miller, “The Struggle to Rearm Japan: Negotiating the Cold War State in US-Japanese Relations,” Journal of 
Contemporary History, Vol. 46, No. 1, January 2011. 
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1865, establishing an alliance that would hold throughout the war.21 However, the alliance collapsed 
when Brazil signed a separate peace with Paraguay following the country’s defeat.22  

Similarly, we did not identify instances in which regional conflicts led to the establishment of new 
international organizations of a scale or influence equivalent to those established following wars 
between great powers, such as the creation of the Concert of Europe after the Napoleonic Wars or the 
UN and Bretton Woods institutions after the end of World War II. Notably, one conflict we 
examined, the Italo-Ethiopian War, did contribute to the ultimate collapse of the League of Nations 
by revealing the limitations of an institution capable of convening deliberations but not directing 
unified action.23 This suggests that even regional conflicts can reduce the international community’s 
confidence in existing organizations and mechanisms for international cooperation but do not generate 
sufficient incentives or the urgency required to develop coherent alternatives.  

States Engaged in Wars Similar to the Russia-Ukraine Conflict Are Often 
Incentivized to Settle Disputes with Third Parties and to Reduce Other 
Foreign Engagements 

High-intensity wars impose significant industrial, economic, demographic, and political tolls that 
often drive victors and defeated states to reassess their foreign commitments and to consider new 
options to reduce security liabilities. Russian and British adaptations following the Crimean War, a 
long and costly conflict in which neither side claimed a decisive victory, offer illustrative examples. 
Reversing decades of growing involvement in southern and central Europe, Russia turned inward after 
the war, concentrating resources on domestic projects, such as the construction of a rail network, the 
modernization of administrative institutions, and industrialization of its economy.24 Yet Russia did 
not abandon its imperial ambitions entirely, instead shifting its attention toward Central and East 
Asia during the 1860s and increasing its involvement in Balkan affairs during the 1870s.25 A similar 
trend followed the Russo-Polish War nearly seven decades later, albeit for different reasons. The 
Soviet Union’s failure to establish a “red bridge” into Europe invalidated the new communist 
leadership’s assumption that military power could force European cooperation with the Bolshevik 
regime and reduced their confidence in the idea that popular support for communist ideals was 
widespread and could be quickly mobilized.26 The Russo-Polish War was a bellwether for the Soviet 
Union’s turn away from more-aggressive policies of international revolution toward policies focused 
on the consolidation of communist political control and the institutionalization of new economic 
conditions. 

 
21 Randall L. Schweller, “Small-Power Case Studies: Paraguay, Argentina, Brazil, and the War of the Triple Alliance, 1864–
1870,” in Unanswered Threats: Political Constraints on the Balance of Power, Princeton University Press, 2006. 
22 Thomas L. Whigham, The Paraguayan War: Causes and Early Conduct, University of Calgary Press, 2018. 
23 David Mackenzie, A World Beyond Borders: An Introduction to the History of International Organizations, University of Toronto 
Press, 2010. 
24 Igor’ A. Khristoforov, “The Russian Empire and the Crimean War: Conceptualizing Experience and Exploring New 
Approaches,” Russian Studies in History, Vol. 51, No. 1, 2012. 
25 Orlando Figes, The Crimean War, Metropolitan Books, 2010. 
26 Sheila Fitzpatrick, The Russian Revolution, Oxford University Press, 1999, p. 96. 
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In other cases, regional defeats can lead even major international powers to reconsider the extent 
of their commitments elsewhere. For the United States, the economic, political, and human costs of 
the Vietnam War contributed to a perception that its overseas commitments were unsustainable. This 
shift did not lead to more-sweeping strategic realignments as the United States continued to compete 
with the Soviet Union and retained its traditional network of allies, but the United States revised its 
defense commitments to non-European allies and reduced its posture in East Asia. Many of these 
adjustments began before the war ended. In an early sign of its reduced ambition, the United States 
moved from a “two-and-a-half” wars to a “one-and-a-half” war construct in 1969—four years before 
the Paris Peace Accords were finalized.27 

Two exceptions are worth noting, however. First, the Korean War, in conjunction with the 
establishment of the Chinese communist government and the signature of a Sino-Soviet Treaty of 
Friendship and Alliance, persuaded the United States to reconsider its Europe-first posture and to 
establish a large, permanent U.S. military presence in East Asia.28 Second, Italy’s success in conquering 
Ethiopia helped persuade its fascist leadership to pursue further conquests, contributing to Italy’s 
decision to launch a series of aggressive but often covert operations across the Middle East.29  

Moreover, states involved in regional wars may also find that they have created new opportunities 
for existing competitors. Although the U.S.-Soviet détente had already begun to unravel by the time 
the Soviets invaded Afghanistan, the war marked the end of a period of relaxed tensions between the 
superpowers. Over the course of the conflict, the United States initiated a program of military 
assistance to anti-Soviet guerillas to increase the political, materiel, and strategic costs of the conflict.30 

Shifts in Regional Trade Patterns to Compensate for Disruptions from the 
War Are Common, but Systemwide Economic Reorganizations Are Rare 

The tremendous economic toll of war is well established. Although the effects may not be felt 
equally by all parties, the physical destruction and wasted human and economic capital can hinder 
trade, disrupt or divert industry, and absorb resources, among other effects. The high death toll and 
protracted nature of the Lopez War led to the complete collapse of Paraguay’s economy.31 Both the 
Paraguayan cattle and yerba industries, major prewar sources of income, were reduced by over 90 

 
27 Richard A. Hunt, Melvin Laird and the Foundations of the Post-Vietnam Military, 1969–1973, Historical Office, Office of the 
Secretary of Defense, 2015, pp. 257–260. 
28 For the effect of the Chinese revolution on U.S. attitudes toward Korea, see William Stueck, The Road to Confrontation: 
American Policy Toward China and Korea, 1947–1950, University of North Carolina Press, 1981.  
29 A. J. Barker, The Civilizing Mission: A History of the Italo-Ethiopian War of 1935-1936, Dial Press, Inc., 1968. 
30 Daniel J. Sargent, A Superpower Transformed: The Remaking of American Foreign Relations in the 1970s, Oxford University 
Press, 2015.  
31 In total, Paraguay may have lost up to 70 percent of its total prewar population and up to 90 percent of its adult men, although 
these figures remain hotly contested. For discussions about total casualties, see Vera Blinn Reber, “Demographics of Paraguay: A 
Reinterpretation of the Great War, 1864–1870,” Hispanic American Historical Review, Vol. 68, No. 2, 1988; Thomas L. 
Whigham and Barbara Potthast, “Some Strong Reservations: A Critique of Vera Blinn Reber’s ‘The Demographics of Paraguay: 
A Reinterpretation of the Great War,’” Hispanic American Historical Review, Vol. 70, No. 4, 1990. The controversy encompasses 
both the total number of military and civilian casualties and the percentage of casualties compared with the prewar population of 
Paraguay, which is also disputed. In total, however, low estimates put casualties at around 10 percent of the total population, and 
the highest accepted estimates are around 60 percent to 70 percent. 
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percent at the end of the war, while large indemnities imposed by the victors inhibited postwar 
recovery.32 Even more-powerful economies may struggle to recover from war’s damages, which may 
include opportunity costs if a conflict inhibited their ability to access emerging technologies or fully 
exploit available resources. For example, the British blockade of the Baltic Sea during the Crimean 
War isolated Russia’s industrializing economy and imposed long-term costs by delaying adoption of 
British-origin machinery.33 Conversely, third-party countries may benefit from changes in 
international demand or the decline of traditional competitors. Japan received an infusion of U.S. 
assistance over the course of the Korean War that revitalized its economy, rebuilt its industrial 
infrastructure, and accelerated its rise as a major trading nation over subsequent decades.34  

We did not identify cases in which wars similar to the Russia-Ukraine War causes lasting, system-
wide economic reorganizations, however. Wartime reductions in the production, transport, or 
accessibility of critical global resources, such as cotton, oil, and natural gas, are historically common, 
and we noted cases in which wars increased the importance of alternate suppliers or trade routes. 
However, third-party countries often cooperated to contain or mitigate the damage to the global 
economy. For instance, Turkish and Saudi pipelines allowed Iraqi oil to reach safe ports in the 
Mediterranean and Red Seas after its Persian Gulf ports were closed during its war with Iran.35 After 
an initial dip during the war’s first phase, Iran’s oil exports recovered over the course of the conflict 
thanks to continued international demand and the establishment of a shuttle service of tankers to 
carry Iranian oil to tankers safely located outside the range of Iraqi aircraft.36 

Moderate Diffusion of Technologies and Operational Concepts Are 
Common, but Global Adoption Is Often Uneven and Game-Changing 
Innovations Are Rare 

Wars can reshape how states prepare to fight future conflicts by displaying new technologies, 
accelerating the development of new techniques or operational concepts, and improving understanding 
of how previously experimental options perform on a real battlefield.37 For instance, the Crimean War 
(1853–1856) introduced new military, transportation, and communication technologies to wider 
audiences and helped to promote their adoption for military and nonmilitary purposes. The war 
showcased the benefits of such innovations as the telegraph, steam engine, and electrotyping, and it 
spurred advances in military medicine, logistics, and command and control as foreign militaries sought 

 
32 Vera Blinn Reber, “Commerce and Industry in Nineteenth Century Paraguay: The Example of Yerba Mate,” The Americas, 
Vol. 42, No. 1, July 1985. 
33 Tate, 2019. 
34 Schaller, 2004. 
35 Gause, 2014. 
36 Gause, 2014. 
37 We discuss how wars can drive military adaption in another volume of this series. See Mark Hvizda, Bryan Frederick, Alisa 
Laufer, Alexandra T. Evans, Kristen Gunness, and David A. Ochmanek, Dispersed, Disguised, and Degradable: The Implications of 
the Fighting in Ukraine for Future U.S.-Involved Conflicts, RAND Corporation, RR-A3141-2, 2025. 
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to avoid repeating French, British, and Russian missteps.38 Although their invention and use predated 
the conflict, steamships and steam gunboats gained greater attention during the Crimean War as 
strategists realized their utility for transporting men and supplies.39 

Our review did not reveal examples of states introducing novel game-changing technologies, 
however. More common were adaptations and refinements of weapons and tactics deployed in 
previous conflicts. For example, incremental improvements in small arms warfare and military 
transportation occurred during the Russo-Turkish (1877–1878), Boer (1899–1902), and Russo-
Japanese (1904–1905) Wars, but participants did not develop or demonstrate novel technologies that 
altered the course or outcome of the conflict. Other conflicts showcased the operational benefits of 
existing technologies and contributed to their international adoption, as was the case with helicopters 
in the Korean War (1950–1953), surface-to-air missiles and precision-guided munitions in Vietnam 
(1964–1973), and advanced man-portable air defense systems in the Soviet-Afghanistan War (1979–
1989).  

Moreover, states do not consistently learn from prior conflicts and adaptations were often delayed 
or uneven. Although the Russo-Japanese, Russo-Turkish, and Boer Wars were studied closely by 
military intellectuals at the time, most observers misinterpreted evidence from the battlefield and 
failed to foresee how improvements in firepower, transportation, fortifications, and production were 
generating new challenges for their preferred doctrines of offensive warfare.40 Moreover, adoption of 
technologies showcased in prior conflicts may vary among states. For example, Germany grasped the 
importance of the machine gun and heavy artillery and incorporated these capabilities into its force 
structure earlier and more extensively than its British counterparts, even though military intellectuals 
from both countries had access to similar information from the recent wars in East Asia and the 
Ottoman periphery.41 

Regional Conflicts Can Shift the Balance of Political Power Within Involved 
Countries but Do Not Produce Consistent Outcomes 

Among the historical conflicts we surveyed, the most significant changes in states’ governance 
structure or ideology occurred as the result of military defeats rather than regime transitions or 
changes in the internal balance of power. For example, the U.S. decision to withdraw from South 
Vietnam contributed to the collapse of the state’s governance and the creation of a unified Vietnam 
under communist control.  

More commonly, wars accelerated political shifts underway before a conflict began by mobilizing 
populations beyond emerging ideologies and strengthening the position of new power centers. For 
example, the Russo-Japanese War fueled discontent within Western Russia that contributed to the 

 
38 Yakup Bektas, “The Crimean War as a Technological Enterprise,” Notes and Records of the Royal Society of London, Vol. 71, 
2017. 
39 Bektas, 2017. 
40 David Schimmelpenninck van der Oye, “Rewriting the Russo-Japanese War: A Centenary Retrospective,” Russian Review, Vol. 
67, No. 1, January 2008; Jonathan Shimshoni, “Technology, Military Advantage, and World War I: A Case for Military 
Entrepreneurship,” International Security, Vol. 15, No. 3, Winter 1990/91, pp. 118, 212. 
41 Shimshoni, 1990/1991, pp. 211–212. 
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1905 revolution and subsequent limited democratization of the tsarist regime, and the Russo-Polish 
War positioned the Polish military to launch a successful coup six years later that transformed the 
young government from a democracy to a military-run dictatorship.42 Following its victory in 1905, 
Japan also experienced a wave of democratization. The war had led to the mass mobilization of civilian 
sentiments within Japan and wave of nationalism within the country that empowered new parties and 
decreased the influence of the Meiji restoration oligarchs.43 

The exigencies of conflict also can help existing leaders surmount internal political divisions and 
consolidate their control over nascent state institutions. For example, Argentina overcame deep 
regional divisions during the Lopez War because the conflict redistributed resources, mobilized 
regional strongmen behind the central government, and created a greater sense of unity between 
Buenos Aires and the countryside. The resulting improvements in national cohesion and stability 
continued after the war.44 Similarly, the Russo-Polish War consolidated Bolshevik control over Soviet 
territory and nascent state institutions. The conflict clarified Soviet ideas about governance and 
contributed to formalization of the system of ethnic soviet socialist republics within the Soviet 
Union.45 A similar pattern unfolded in Poland, even despite the 1926 coup. The war had the long-
term effect of stabilizing the young state by clarifying its borders, ending efforts to create a federalized 
eastern European state, and galvanizing support for a nation-state model that defined the Polish 
nation in terms of Polish ethnicity—a model that the military government preserved after 1926.46  

Baselining Expectations for the Russia-Ukraine War 
What scale and type of effects on future diplomatic, military, economic, and political trends 

should we expect to see following a war like the one ongoing in Ukraine? After more than two years of 
fighting, the war has already sharpened geopolitical fault lines in Europe and Asia and prompted 
rethinking of U.S. and NATO posture in Europe, Russian military performance and capabilities, and 
the drivers and limits of U.S. alliances and partnerships. Yet the full scale and duration of the war’s 
effects remains uncertain. Our historical analysis suggests that similar wars do not typically lead to 
widespread changes in the international system but generally can have more pronounced effects on 
regional systems and the participants. Prolonged high-intensity, high-casualty, but geographically 
limited wars generate both opportunities and pressures for states to adapt their foreign, military, and 
economic policies and can accelerate changes that preceded the start of fighting. However, such 
conflicts generally do not absorb the global resources and attention that would lead states to develop 

 
42 William C. Fuller, Civil-Military Conflict in Imperial Russia, 1881–1914, Princeton University Press, 1985; Joseph Rothschild, 
“Technology, Military Advantage, and World War I: A Case for Military Entrepreneurship,” International Security, Vol. 15, No. 
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new categories of weapons, and they do not mobilize populations on the scale required to generate 
new political ideologies.   

Our review of historical trends provides a set of parameters to establish expectations for the 
Russia-Ukraine War’s potential consequences. In particular, the war in Ukraine may 

• reinforce existing regional political coalitions and alignments by creating new 
opportunities, incentives, and urgency for like-minded states to cooperate and encouraging 
states to institutionalize bilateral and multilateral relations  

• deepen existing divisions among regional and international factions by heightening 
attention to divergent national interests and creating opportunities for competition 

• influence global militaries’ adaptation of existing and emerging military technologies by 
showcasing the real operational benefits and challenges associated with emerging or previously 
non–battle tested technologies, operational concepts, and military organizations 

• test existing political regimes and ideologies, but not necessarily to drive revolutionary 
changes. This historical record suggests that conflicts can help fragile or nascent regimes 
consolidate power and strengthen state institutions. Yet wars can also undermine existing 
governments by heightening popular grievances, underlining the need for internal reform or 
strengthening and emboldening alternate power centers. 

Moreover, our historical analysis suggests that non-battlefield factors can shape the long-term 
effects of a conflict. The political, territorial, and economic consequences of how wars end are 
significant. Yet across the historical cases surveyed, we also found evidence that non-battlefield 
conditions are likely to define the scale, nature, and endurance of any changes wrought by the war. 
These include the scale and nature of any foreign involvement, the decision to introduce or withhold 
novel capabilities, the composition of the political leadership before and after a war ends and the 
ability of existing regimes to maintain control, and the extent to which states seek to punish or 
reintegrate parties to a conflict after the war. These trends informed our selection of potential future 
factors that could alter the Russia-Ukraine War’s effects, as described in Chapters 1 and 5. 
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Chapter 3 

Implications for Future Conflicts  

As the most destructive interstate war fought in decades, the Russia-Ukraine War has the 
potential to demonstrate and signal changes in how other high-intensity interstate wars are likely to be 
fought in the near future. In this chapter, we summarize findings from our research into three 
dimensions of the war’s military effects. Our research was completed by September 2024. As 
discussed in Chapter 1, the first two sections are drawn from standalone reports on these topics that 
are published as additional volumes in this report series, and the third and final section represents a 
more-limited look at this topic conducted for this summary volume. First, we discuss the tactical and 
operational implications of the fighting and how these may or may not apply to future U.S.-involved 
conflicts. Second, we survey DIB issues either created or highlighted by the war. Third, we discuss the 
main issues raised by the war—and Russia’s conduct in particular—for the Laws of War and related 
international law and norms that may also affect the way future conflicts are fought. Taken together, 
these three sections highlight the ways in which the prosecution of future high-intensity interstate 
wars may look different from what would have been anticipated before Russia’s invasion of Ukraine.  

Tactical and Operational Implications for Future U.S.-Involved 
High-Intensity Wars 

The United States has been reorienting its military to prepare for a potential conflict with a near-
peer adversary for several years. However, its experience with interstate warfare in recent decades has 
been limited to short conflicts against technologically inferior adversaries. Preparing for a potential 
future conflict against China—with its sophisticated, well-resourced, yet inexperienced military—
presents a substantial analytic challenge. How should the United States prepare to fight such an 
adversary? How can it more accurately assess the competence of a force that is highly modernized but 
has not conducted major combat operations in over 40 years? Many of the capabilities and concepts of 
operations likely to be essential in this hypothetical clash have not previously been employed at scale in 
interstate warfare; it may therefore be challenging to shift U.S. planning and resources sufficiently 
toward new approaches absent clear evidence of the inadequacy of existing efforts.  

The Russia-Ukraine War, and the immense human tragedy that it has caused, provides an 
opportunity and motivation for the United States to learn about the use and interaction of different 
capabilities in a high-intensity conflict in a way that was not previously possible. However, and despite 
the novelty of many aspects of the conflict, battlefield dynamics observed in Ukraine may not be easily 
transferrable. Ukraine itself differs greatly from the United States and its allies in its capabilities, 
resources, and strategic culture. Russia and China differ substantially in these areas as well, and, even 
in a conflict with NATO, Russia may choose to fight differently than it has in Ukraine since 2022. 
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Although the opportunity to learn from this war is important, it is equally important not to mislearn 
lessons or apply observations that are contingent on specific characteristics of the battlefield in 
Ukraine to other contexts uncritically. In our standalone report on this topic, we assessed in detail 
how observations from the fighting in Ukraine may or may not translate to future great power 
conflicts. Below, we summarize the seven main implications for these potential fights that are likely to 
be relevant across theaters, building on the detailed analyses in the standalone volume devoted to this 
topic.47  

The Changing Delivery of Mass  
The fighting in Ukraine highlights the ongoing importance of mass in winning high-intensity 

conflicts. In Ukraine, this mass has been primarily delivered as artillery, albeit with its effectiveness 
enhanced because of improvements in surveillance and targeting.48 However, in future U.S.-involved 
conflicts, the delivery may be quite different. UASs have been used as massed attack weapons in 
Ukraine designed to evade and overwhelm traditional air defenses, but, in future conflicts involving 
even more-capable and better-resourced combatants, their importance as a tool for delivering mass to 
targets may increase further.49 Large numbers of UASs have the potential to provide an additional 
solution to operational problems that were previously the domain of long-range precision fires—and 
to do so more sustainably in a protracted conflict. However, UASs are unlikely to fully supplant 
artillery, which provides shock and suppression in a way that drones cannot and that will likely remain 
more cost-effective for many uses. 

Blurring the Distinction Between Cruise Missiles and One-Way Attack 
UASs  

Relatedly, Ukrainian and Russian use of one-way attack (OWA) UASs to flexibly deliver 
payloads at long ranges suggests that the distinction between drones and cruise missiles is likely to blur 
even more in the future. Cruise missiles retain advantages in speed, payload, and resistance to jamming 
over most UASs, but UASs allow for the possibility of loitering to enhance targeting options and are 

 
47 We arrived at these implications by first identifying novel and notable observations from the fighting in Ukraine and then 
assessing the likely relevance of those observations for future potential wars against China in the Indo-Pacific in a Taiwan 
contingency and against Russia in a conflict between Russia and NATO in eastern Europe. For full details on the approach and 
the analysis, see Hvizda et al., 2025. 
48 Artillery has played a decisive role throughout war given its attritional character, including in the Battles of Hostomel Airport, 
Sieverodonetsk and Lysychansk, and Bakhmut. As of summer 2024, artillery and air-delivered glide bombs had also enabled 
Russian forces to achieve notable gains near Pokrovsk. See, for example, “Russia’s Artillery War in Ukraine: Challenges and 
Innovations,” Royal United Services Institute, August 9, 2023; Paul Sonne, Isabelle Khurshudyan, Serhiy Morgunov, and 
Kostiantyn Khudov, “Battle for Kyiv: Ukrainian Valor, Russian Blunders Combined to Save the Capital,” Washington Post, 
August 24, 2022; Franz-Stefan Gady and Michael Kofman, “Making Attrition Work: A Viable Theory of Victory for Ukraine,” 
Survival, Vol. 66, No. 1, February–March 2024; “Russia’s Bloody Summer Offensive is Hurting Ukraine,” The Economist, 
August 6, 2024. 
49 Jack Watling and Nick Reynolds, Meatgrinder: Russian Tactics in the Second Year of Its Invasion of Ukraine, Royal United 
Services Institute, May 19, 2023, Dmitri Minic, What Does the Russian Army Think About Its War in Ukraine? Criticisms, 
Recommendations, Adaptations, French Institute of International Relations, September 21, 2023; Josh Holder and Constant 
Méheut, “Facing an Endless Barrage, Ukraine’s Air Defenses Are Withering,” New York Times, May 13, 2024. 
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dramatically cheaper.50 Technological advances likely will enable states to develop faster UASs, and 
both UASs and cruise missiles are likely to be enhanced with greater autonomy, reducing their 
vulnerability to jamming and improving their agility.51 Future warfighters may consider different types 
of OWA UASs and cruise missiles as falling along the same continuum and select specific platforms 
with specific capabilities as needed for particular missions across an increasingly wide and diverse 
variety of options.    

Enhanced Challenges for Offensive Operations 
Offense-defense balances can change quickly, and we should not expect future wars to be 

attritional stalemates just because that is what has largely been observed in Ukraine. As discussed 
below, the lack of air superiority for either side has been a critical condition shaping the fighting to 
date. However, the Russia-Ukraine War does demonstrate a series of enhanced challenges that 
offensive operations, particularly in the ground domain, must now contend with due to technological 
changes that are likely to stress attackers on both sides in future U.S.-involved high-intensity conflicts.  

First, persistent surveillance and greater battlefield transparency appear to provide increased 
advantages to defenders in the ground forces because mobile ground forces are generally visible to the 
adversary while defending ground forces are better able to take advantages of shelters and camouflage, 
concealment, and deception to reduce their vulnerability, at least temporarily.52 It is possible that 
surveillance will improve to the point where stationary ground forces are equally visible as forces in 
motion, at which point remaining still may become quite deadly, as it largely is already in the air 
domain given the greater visibility of runways and associated support infrastructure. But for the time 
being, persistent surveillance capabilities appear to reinforce the structural advantages that in-place 
ground defenders enjoy because of their lower vulnerability to fires.    

Second, despite efforts to promote multidomain concepts, neither side in Ukraine has been able to 
establish an advantage in all domains simultaneously, and, as a result, both sides have struggled to 
translate localized battlefield gains into strategic advantages.53 A similar phenomenon is likely to 
characterize at least the opening phases of a future conflict involving the United States and Russia or 
China given all sides’ investments in capabilities to disrupt their opponent’s command and control, 
degrade information flows, and reduce ability to combine arms.  

Third, the fighting in Ukraine has demonstrated how persistent surveillance and long-range fires 
can enhance the effectiveness of traditional defensive measures, such as minefields, by threatening 
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personnel engaged in clearing operations.54 In the Russia-Ukraine War, this has played out on land, 
but the same dynamics may apply to other domains and geographies should defenders have the time 
and resources to invest in them and put them in place.   

Necessity of Preparing for Protraction  
Neither side in the Russia-Ukraine War started the fighting prepared for a protracted high-

intensity conflict, but the relative stalemate on the battlefield drove both sides to prepare for and adapt 
to the reality that the fighting would persist at this intensity for a long period. Fighting such a 
protracted conflict demands a different set of replaceable, cost-effective capabilities that can be 
employed quickly as opposed to those that require years of advance preparation. In Ukraine, both 
sides have had to adapt to protraction on the fly, remaking their DIBs, foreign supply sources, and 
operational concepts to match the reality of what types of munitions and systems remain available to 
them.55 In a future U.S.-involved conflict, if neither side is able to achieve its objectives quickly, 
generating mass at low cost will also become vital. Outcomes on the battlefield may then be dictated 
by production decisions at home, including both those taken in advance and those that both sides 
scramble to implement during the fighting.  

The Need to Seek External Support to Sustain Protracted Conflict Is a 
Question of How Much, Not If  

External support is essential for successfully waging high-intensity wars over a protracted period. 
Despite its large industrial base, extensive military stockpiles, and emphasis on self-sufficiency, Russia 
has been compelled to seek out alternative sources for munitions and military equipment as its 
invasion of Ukraine has dragged on.56 Western sanctions that impeded domestic production in some 
areas are a contributing factor, but Russia’s search for foreign assistance has also been driven by the 
sheer volume of material required and a recognition of the benefits conferred by foreign-made 
equipment to address challenges that may not have been apparent before the conflict, as seen in the 
increasing Russian reliance in Ukraine on Iranian Shahed drones.57 Any combatant with lesser 
domestic production capacity would face that need earlier and more acutely, as Ukraine has and as 
Taiwan certainly would, and a combatant with greater domestic production potential, such as China, 
may be able to rely on indigenous capabilities for longer. But the incentives to seek out external 
support to sustain or better adapt to protracted high-intensity conflict using capabilities that could be 
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provided by allies or partners will remain to greater or lesser degrees for all states, with the value of 
preventing or interrupting such transfers being proportionately important for their opponents.   

Competency Matters as Much, If Not More, than Technology  
Purely technical prewar comparisons of Russian and Ukrainian military capabilities could not have 

forecasted the battlefield circumstances in Ukraine. Indeed, the conflict has underscored the 
importance of “soft” aspects of military power, such as tactical proficiency, sound operational planning, 
and coherent strategy.58 Because these traits directly influence attrition and territorial control during 
the initial period of war—and, in turn, set the conditions for subsequent phases of fighting—these 
intangible qualities bear equal or greater importance than most material capabilities. Military analysts 
must therefore devise new ways to measure these immaterial aspects of military power for forces 
untested by battle. 

The Challenges of Achieving Air Superiority 
Many of the dilemmas highlighted in Ukraine arise from the inability of either side to achieve air 

superiority given the effectiveness of ground-based air defenses on both sides.59 This is historically 
unusual, although, particularly since the end of the Cold War, few high-intensity interstate wars have 
matched technologically similar forces. This inability to establish air superiority may be more likely to 
reoccur in the Indo-Pacific but is less certain in a potential future NATO-Russia fight given the 
deficiencies in Russian air power demonstrated in Ukraine.60 That having been said, even though 
NATO can expect to achieve superiority in the air in the traditional sense of keeping the enemy’s 
aircraft out of its airspace and being able to operate its own aircraft over enemy-held territory, this will 
no longer be a guarantee of protection against observation and attack from the air. Russia will likely 
remain capable of mounting some operations deep inside NATO territory with large salvos of ballistic 
and cruise missiles, OWA drones, and small UASs for reconnaissance. This will compel NATO 
forces either to make substantial investments in missile defenses and a range of counter-UAS 
capabilities or to adapt to operating even behind the front lines under greater threat of attack.  
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Implications for the DIB  
In early 2024, analysts expected Russia to be able to produce up to 4.5 million artillery shells for 

the year.61 Meanwhile, the Western alliance supporting Ukraine was expected to be able to produce 
1.3 million 155-millimeter artillery shells, far short of what Ukraine would need to achieve its—and 
the West’s—military goals.62 Among the many revelations of the aftermath of Russia’s full-scale 
invasion of Ukraine in February 2022 was the understanding that changes would be needed in the 
productive capacity of the U.S. and Western alliance DIB. These challenges have become apparent in 
contrast with Russian productive capabilities but would become even more glaring in contrast with 
China’s capabilities. In our separate report on this topic, we discuss these DIB issues and the steps the 
United States and allied countries have taken to date to address them.63 Together, these reforms have 
the potential to influence the future of transatlantic DIB capacity, but the scale of their effect remains 
to be seen. In the following sections, we highlight five primary implications from our assessments.  

Transatlantic Reforms to the DIB Have Been Positive but Modest 
The policy changes implemented since February 2022 have been positive but modest given their 

limited scope, funding, and timespan. The most dramatic changes have taken place in the Ukrainian 
DIB in terms of both increases in production and in accelerating innovation, but this remains small 
compared with the overall Western DIB.64  

The United States and its European allies have expanded production of materiel supplied to 
Ukraine and have taken steps to reshape procurement and innovation in response to lessons learned 
from the war, especially focusing on unmanned systems. In response to both Russia’s war on Ukraine 
and rising concerns about the prospect of a future conflict in the Indo-Pacific, the United States has 
created a new DIB strategy that may lend momentum to calls to boost U.S. peacetime and surge 
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production capacity.65 Yet although U.S. spending has increased, it remains below the amount 
required to achieve large-scale and sustainable changes to its national defense industrial capacity.66 

The trend in Europe has been largely similar. European governments have made investments in 
their production capacities since the war on varying scales, but most are modest.67 The proposed 
European Defence Industrial Strategy could incentivize multinational integration and capacity, but it 
faces several hurdles to being adopted and properly implemented.68 

Persistent structural issues continue to pose hurdles for U.S. and European efforts to improve 
production capacity. Challenges such as workforce recruitment and retention, murky signals from 
governments on funding and requirements, and supply chain diversification and security continue to 
plague DIBs in the United States and Europe as they did before Russia’s full-scale war on Ukraine. 
Europe’s DIB landscape also remains fragmented among the many countries of the continent.69 

Key Production Lines Still Face Challenges  
Several production lines have been especially slow to respond to demand from Ukraine, including 

those for 155 mm artillery shells (both unguided and guided), High-Mobility Artillery Rocket System 
(HIMARS) launchers, and Javelin anti-tank missiles.70 The United States and Europe have both 
increased funding to support the production of 155 mm ammunition, but neither has been able to 
surge production quickly enough to sustain Ukraine while maintaining sufficient reserves at home.71 
Although ongoing investments in ammunition production facilities and machinery could help the 
United States and Europe further increase production rates, the full effects of modernization efforts 
may not be realized for several more years given the time required to hire and train the required 
workforce and to construct required infrastructure, as well as manufacturing lead times. As with 155 
mm ammunition, the United States has invested in production equipment for HIMARS launchers 
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and Javelins (in addition to purchasing new systems), but the slow delivery of these systems to Ukraine 
to date suggests the production lines still face challenges.72  

In sum, funds for production contracts have had modest near-term impacts on the production of 
155 mm ammunition, HIMARS launchers, and Javelins. The impacts of capital investments in 
facilities and equipment may be slower to materialize, but these funds will potentially have more 
outsized effects on production in the long term. Overall, the response of production lines to these 
capital investments remains an important area for monitoring by policymakers.    

Sustained Funding Is Essential for Long-Term Success but Is Not 
Guaranteed  

For new U.S. and European policies to generate the desired long-term effects, consistent funding 
is necessary to enable and incentivize industry to make the capital investments required to promote 
long-term capacity improvements. Funding will need to be extended not just to production lines but 
also to programs that address structural issues, such as workforce challenges, supply chain 
vulnerabilities, and poor signaling from governments to industry on their requirements and planned 
investments. The United States and Europe have already identified these challenges as areas for 
improvement in their own policy documents.73 The next step will be a perennial policy challenge: how 
to implement a new vision for sustained DIB growth.  

The prospects for consistent funding may be sensitive to changes in political leadership or 
policymakers’ priorities. To convey a consistent demand signal to industry will require consistent 
action and attention from politicians with budget authority. All NATO countries are democracies, as 
is the EU as a whole, and therefore all undergo changes in political leadership and changes in defense 
policy leadership. Commitment mechanisms in the United States, such as multiyear contracts, are 
only a partial solution, because Congress can choose not to fund a multiyear contract in its second or 
subsequent year, instead accepting a penalty for not doing so. Although the fiscal year (FY) 2024 
National Defense Authorization Act authorized select multiyear procurement contracts, the FY 2024 
defense spending bill did not fully fund those additional multiyear contracts.74 

NATO’s renewed focus on Russia could help maintain attention. When NATO member 
countries committed to raise their defense budgets to 2 percent of gross domestic product (GDP) 
following Russia’s initial invasion and annexation of Crimea in 2014, the alliance’s then 28 non-U.S. 
members spent merely 1.43 percent of GDP on defense; that year, only two non-U.S. member 
countries met the 2 percent threshold.75 By 2023, 29 non-U.S. members collectively spent 1.78 
percent of GDP on defense, and nine countries met the 2 percent threshold.76 And in 2024, it was 
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estimated that the non-U.S. members collectively spent over the 2 percent threshold, hitting 2.02 
percent, with 22 of what had become 30 non-U.S. members planning to spend more than 2 percent.77 
Countries not expected to meet the 2 percent threshold included Albania, Canada, Croatia, Italy, 
Luxembourg, Portugal, Slovenia, and Spain.78 

The United States has consistently spent well above 3 percent of GDP on defense.79 Although 
defense spending is not the same as spending on the DIB or procurement, they are related—in 2022, 
for 27 European countries, the correlation coefficient on a scale of 0 (no correlation) to 1 (perfect 
correlation) of “total defence expenditure” and “defence investment” was 0.96.80 Although longer-term 
lock-in is difficult, it does appear that NATO countries have been able to consistently increase 
spending in the face of threats, and NATO’s 2022 Strategic Concept, released after Russia’s full-scale 
invasion of Ukraine, states, “the Russian Federation is the most significant and direct threat to Allies’ 
security and to peace and stability in the Euro-Atlantic area.”81  

If political will to sustain increased spending continues, U.S. and European policymakers will still 
likely face significant budgetary challenges. Funding large-scale reforms, such as those outlined in U.S. 
and European strategic guidance, will likely involve some combination of expanding the defense 
acquisitions budget, cutting other parts of defense budgets, or identifying new production efficiencies. 
The magnitude of the budget challenge is sizable; one report projected that members of the NATO 
alliance might need to raise their defense spending to 4 percent of GDP to meet NATO’s goals.82 If 
this were to occur, an estimated $10 trillion will be needed through 2034.83  

In Europe, spending is constrained because of a combination of low economic growth, which 
limits tax revenues, and high social spending needs, which crowd out other budget items. One study 
found that over the post–Cold War period, real social spending grew by 2.4 times compared with 1.9 
times for GDP.84 However, there is evidence that Europe can increase defense spending: government 
revenues have consistently risen (although so have government expenditures), and ensuring future 
increases are balanced between defense and other programs could provide at least part of the boost 
needed to improve European DIBs.85 

U.S. spending is less constrained because of the U.S. government’s willingness to borrow, but U.S. 
debt is approaching what may be dangerously high levels. Federal debt held by the public is expected 
to hit 99 percent of GDP in 2024, tying 2020 as the highest level since 1946, when it was 106 percent 

 
77 NATO, 2024b. 
78 NATO, 2024b. 
79 NATO, 2024b.  
80 European Defense Agency, Defence Data 2022: Key Findings and Analysis, November 2023. 
81 NATO, NATO 2022 Strategic Concept, adopted by Heads of State and Government at the NATO Summit in Madrid, June 
29, 2022, p. 4. 
82 Enda Curran, Natalia Drozdiak, and Bhargavi Sakthivel, “The US and Its Allies Face a $10 Trillion Reckoning in the Race to 
Rearm,” Bloomberg, April 9, 2024. 
83 Curran, Drozdiak, and Sakthivel, 2024. 
84 Florian Dorn, Niklas Potrafke, and Marcel Schlepper, “European Defence Spending in 2024 and Beyond: How to Provide 
Security in an Economically Challenged Environment,” Economic Policy, Vol. 8, No. 45, January 2024. 
85 Dorn, Potrafke, and Schlepper, 2024. 



27 

from World War II spending; at the current trajectory, it is expected to hit 166 percent in 2054.86 A 
combination of program cuts elsewhere or reduced increases in other programs, increases in taxes, or 
increased revenues from economic growth would likely be needed to support DIB improvement 
without increasing debt. U.S. budgeting faces a separate challenge, specifically that the date the budget 
is approved is highly uncertain, with continuing resolutions substituting for approved budgets. This 
budget uncertainty has affected defense industrial firms’ ability to recruit and maintain a competitive 
workforce, an important element of improving the DIB, as well as their ability to make capital 
investments in production lines.  

DIB Growth Could Create New Coordination Challenges 
If both the United States and Europe make substantial progress on responding to their DIB 

challenges, they will face the positive challenge of how to coordinate their investments to maximize 
efficiency, meet NATO and national procurement objectives, and promote interoperability. U.S. and 
European investments could be duplicative if leaders do not opt to prioritize different capabilities or 
coordinate production requirements. In the words of the U.S. Joint Chiefs of Staff’s publication on 
multinational operations: 

International rationalization, standardization, and interoperability (RSI) with PNs 
[partner nations] is important for achieving practical cooperation; efficient use of 
research, development, procurement, support, and production resources; and effective 
multinational capability without sacrificing US capabilities.87 

However, that last phrase—“without sacrificing US capabilities”—also shows the quandary of 
DIB cooperation. The United States is loath to give up anything that would sacrifice U.S. capabilities, 
and no doubt partner nations would want to produce the materiel they need for their individual or 
multinational missions that might not involve the United States. Furthermore, there is value to 
duplication. In the first place, multiple producers can more rapidly increase production than can a 
single producer in a contingency, making supplies more robust. Furthermore, multiple producers 
might lead to greater innovation because these producers compete to improve their products and 
operate more efficiently. For the transatlantic DIB, there is no simple answer to this other than 
ongoing coordination between the defense authorities of the United States, the United Kingdom, the 
EU, and the EU’s member countries.  

The 2024 posture statement of the dual-hatted NATO Supreme Allied Commander Europe and 
commander of the U.S. European Command suggests that the United States and its European allies 
are coordinated on this issue.88 GEN Christopher G. Cavoli noted that, with the approval of three 
NATO regional plans at the NATO Vilnius summit in July 2023, the first such plans in more than 
30 years, NATO now has a “comprehensive blueprint for modernizing its system of collective 
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defense.”89 Specifically related to the DIB, the plans provide a driver for NATO members’ defense 
planning and procurement. In addition, the plans bind the force to specific tasks and therefore help 
guide NATO investments.90 This in no way guarantees DIB improvement success, but it does create 
milestones against which efforts can be judged objectively.  

A related issue for U.S. defense planners is what to do if the United States succeeds at its efforts to 
improve the U.S. DIB, but its European allies and partners fall short. This would have one of three 
consequences for the U.S. armed forces. First, it might require the United States to increase its DIB 
investments beyond what is now planned if responding to a contingency in Europe remained in the 
national interest. Second, it might put U.S. forces in a riskier position in any response to such a 
contingency. And third, it could erode U.S. public and political support for the defense of Europe. 

DIB Requirements Are Evolving with the Changing Nature of War 
Russia’s full-scale war on Ukraine has demonstrated the value that new and emerging technologies 

can play on the battlefield. The war has featured large masses of low-cost uncrewed systems and 
autonomous systems. Space-based communications systems have also enabled Ukrainian forces to 
access the internet in an otherwise sparse communications environment.91 Both Ukrainian and 
Russian forces have not only introduced new technologies to the battlefield, but they have also begun 
to modify them to suit changing battlefield conditions. 

As requirements for warfighting have shifted and evolved throughout the war, so have 
requirements for U.S. and European DIBs.92 To be able to develop and deliver useful warfighting 
technologies, traditional DIB firms need to maintain a strong understanding of evolving warfighting 
requirements. Additionally, nontraditional DIB firms could increasingly provide value to militaries 
looking to incorporate commercial technologies into their warfighting plans. 

Implications for the Laws of War 
The intensity and brutality of Russia’s invasion of Ukraine have challenged the international legal 

system developed in the years after 1945 to restrain and regulate warfare to make it less deadly for 
civilians. In this section, we highlight two key developments that have the greatest potential to have 
far-reaching effects beyond the present war.   
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The Scale and Nature of Russia’s Violations of the Laws of War in Ukraine 
Constitute a Broader Challenge to International Law 

Virtually all conflicts involve some degree of violation of the laws of war.93 However, particularly 
egregious Russian violations have been observed since the start of the war in Ukraine.94 Rather than 
the product of carelessness or poor discipline, Russia’s violations appear to reflect an intentional 
decision to target Ukraine’s civilian population, a violation of the most fundamental principle of the 
laws of war: the principle of distinction between civilian and military targets.95 Therefore, and 
particularly given the prominence of Russia’s actions, they represent a challenge to the strength and 
influence of the laws of war on state decisionmaking more generally. Should the Russian leaders who 
designed and executed this approach to the war evade punishment or accountability for their actions 
in the aftermath of the war, it would likely have deleterious effects on the willingness of other states, 
particularly in non-democracies, to adhere to these restraints in future conflicts.96 How the 
international community responds to Russia’s behavior both during and after the war will be 
important to monitor.  

To date, there are mixed signs of international willingness to force Russia to pay a price for its 
conduct. Russia’s flagrant, persistent, and widespread violations of the principle of discrimination 
appear to have been an important factor in driving and sustaining European opposition to its full-scale 
invasion, as well as European capitals’ decisions to provide support to Ukraine and to Ukrainian 
citizens.97 There have also been efforts at individual accountability for Russian leadership. In June 
2024, the International Criminal Court (ICC) indicted Russian Defense Minister Shoigu and General 
Gerasimov for their role in orchestrating the 2022 campaign against Ukraine’s civilian infrastructure.98 
In 2023, Vladimir Putin became almost certainly the most powerful person to ever be indicted for war 
crimes by the International Criminal Court, for his role in the systematic abduction of children from 
Ukraine.99 Absent a dramatic change in Russian leadership and policy, the odds that any of the three 
will see the inside of a jail cell in the Hague are low, however.  

ICC member states’ have responded inconsistently to the indictments, which have the potential to 
restrict leaders’ ability to travel internationally and impose diplomatic costs on states considering 
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hosting them. The ICC indictments appear to have played a role in Putin’s cancellation of a 2023 trip 
to South Africa, shortly after the South African High Court ordered his arrest if he attended the 
Brazil, Russia, India, China, and South Africa (BRICS) summit in Pretoria.100 Yet others have 
questioned their obligations under the Rome Treaty. In 2023, for instance, Brazil's President Luiz 
Inacio Lula da Silva initially announced there was “no way” Putin would be arrested if he traveled to 
the country for a G20 summit, comments he later walked back under pressure.101 More recently, Putin 
visited Mongolia in September 2024; as an ICC member state, Mongolia is legally bound to arrest 
him.102 In public statements, Mongolian officials admitted that they were not in a position to arrest 
Putin because Mongolia is dependent on Russia for its energy supplies.103 Should such visits become 
normalized elsewhere, the precedent would undermine the perception that Putin’s violations of 
international law have met with any real punishment, likely eroding the credibility of efforts to enforce 
ICC arrest warrants in the future.  

These disparate reactions exemplify a broader pattern of ambivalence outside the West toward 
punishing Russia either for its aggression against Ukraine or its conduct of the war.104 Amid reports of 
Russian atrocities in Bucha, 21 countries—including Brazil, India, and South Africa—joined Russia, 
Belarus, and China in voting against a UN General Assembly resolution to suspend Russia from the 
UN Human Rights Council.105 Should Putin be largely rehabilitated outside the West after the war, 
this has the potential to weaken the ICC and the international legal regime more generally.   

Russia’s Consideration of Nuclear Use Inside Ukraine Has Weakened the 
Nuclear Taboo 

In the years after the U.S. use of nuclear weapons against Japan in the waning days of the second 
World War, a so-called nuclear taboo developed that made the use of these weapons in warfare, even 
when states were suffering substantial losses, an option that was no longer seriously considered.106 
Over the course of the Cold War, this norm against nuclear use appeared to strengthen, as both the 
United States and the Soviet Union lost costly conflicts in Vietnam and Afghanistan without nuclear 
use being seriously considered.107 However, repeated Russian threats and actions in Ukraine indicate 
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that, at least inside the Kremlin, this nuclear taboo has been substantially weakened.108 Particularly in 
fall 2022, as Russia was suffering its most pronounced reversals on the ground to date, other key states 
came to believe that Russia was considering nuclear use to stem its losses, apparently leading to 
widespread international pressure—including most notably from China—not to do so.109 Whatever 
the factors that ultimately led Russia not to use nuclear weapons at that time, the fact that this 
possibility appears to have been seriously debated inside the Kremlin in a conflict that at the time 
involved no attack on Russian territory and no plausible military threat to Russian leadership or 
command and control systems suggests that Russian leadership no longer considers nuclear weapons 
to be a fundamentally different type of weapon, unusable outside the most extreme circumstances. 
Serious consideration of nuclear use under the circumstances present in fall 2022 also contravenes 
Russian nuclear doctrine, although the Kremlin has indicated it is in the process of revising that 
doctrine given the events of the war in Ukraine.110 Should Russia ultimately use nuclear weapons in 
the war, this will present an even more serious challenge to the nuclear taboo, but even Russia’s actions 
to date may have weakened the taboo and could prompt other states to more carefully consider the 
nuclear dimensions of any future conflict involving Moscow.     

Conclusion 
Our consideration of the warfighting, DIB, and Laws of War implications of the fighting in 

Ukraine has highlighted several key issues likely to bear on future high-intensity conflicts. Perhaps 
most notable is the increased difficulty of massing forces to conduct offensive operations given the 
combination of pervasive surveillance technologies, the proliferation of low-cost UASs, and continued 
technological and tactical improvements in precision targeting. Precisely how this dynamic will unfold 
in future conflicts will depend on their geography and the capabilities of each side, as discussed in 
detail in our separate report on this topic.111 But at least under certain conditions, the barriers to 
conducting successful offensive operations may be greater, lengthening conflicts and increasing the 
resources required to sustain them. At the same time, gaps in allied DIBs revealed by the war in 
Ukraine highlight the scale of the task ahead of U.S. and European policymakers as they seek to better 
prepare themselves for prolonged major conflicts that may have more resource requirements than the 
shorter or less-intense interstate conflicts the United States has fought over the past several decades.   
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Chapter 4 

Implications for the International 
System 

Russia’s invasion of Ukraine has already become one of the most consequential geopolitical events 
of the early 21st century. States have scrambled to respond to Russia’s aggression and to the multiyear 
Western effort to oppose it by punishing Russia and supporting Ukraine. This chapter summarizes 
our research into the geopolitical changes wrought by the war in five areas: European reactions to the 
war, changes in Russian foreign policy and strategic outlook that are likely to be durable after the 
conflict, China’s perceptions of and reactions to the conflict, Indian reactions, and the potential effects 
of the war on the broader international system and norms. Our research was completed by September 
2024. The first three of these topics are summaries drawn from standalone reports published as 
additional volumes in this series, and the final two topics represent more-limited assessments 
conducted for this summary volume. As discussed in Chapter 1, we do not cover Ukrainian reactions 
or the effects of the conflict on Ukraine in detail to focus on the war’s implications for the 
international system as a whole. However, no country has had its future policies and opportunities 
shift more dramatically as a result of the conflict than the country that was itself invaded. Once a 
country that was politically and economically torn between Russia and Europe, the invasion has 
solidified Kyiv’s European alignment in any plausible future short of Russian victory and forcible 
regime change. Even within this Western orientation, the speed and nature of Ukraine’s postwar 
reconstruction and its future domestic political developments remain important areas for future 
research.  

European Reactions  
The war in Ukraine has moved fundamental questions regarding European security and defense 

back to the fore. The fighting has compelled European leaders to consider the realities of modern 
interstate conflict and the tools available to both manage the current emergency and defend against 
future threats. In the two and half years since the war in Ukraine began, European nations, working 
collectively through such institutions as the EU and NATO and subregional coalitions have come 
together in opposition to Russia’s invasion and defense of Ukraine’s sovereignty. It remains to be seen, 
however, whether the war in Ukraine will drive broader changes in European understandings of the 
threats to their collective interests and what will be required to ensure their collective defense. 

To assess whether the conflict is likely to drive long-lasting changes in European security 
priorities, investments, and relations, we examined the conflict’s effect on European attitudes toward 
relations with Russia; European collective security strategies, institutions, and resources; and 
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prospects for increased integration with Ukraine. In the following sections, we summarize four main 
implications, building on the detailed analyses in the standalone volume devoted to this topic.112 

The European Shift Away from Engagement with Russia Is Likely 
Irreversible  

The scale and significance of the change in European attitudes toward Russia since 2022 is best 
understood in comparison with Europe’s response to Russia’s illegal annexation of Crimea in 2014 
and subsequent involvement in Donbas. Between 2014 and 2022, European attitudes and policies 
toward Russia varied significantly and by region, leading the EU and NATO to adopt ambiguous 
policies intended to accommodate member states’ differing preferences and preserve the flexibility to 
tilt toward greater engagement or confrontation as desired.113 Despite continued concerns over 
Russian policies toward Crimea and Donbas, European countries generally preferred to continue 
engagement and cooperation, as reflected in the gradual recovery of trade and public attitudes over 
time.114  

This trend likely would have continued had Russia not launched a full-scale invasion of Ukraine, a 
decision that tilted the balance in Europe toward a path of confrontation rather than engagement. 
Since 2022, the majority of European countries have united behind a new assessment of Russia not as 
a “strategic challenge,” as the EU characterized the country in 2016, but as a “long-term and direct 
threat for European security,” as the new EU Strategic Compass approved just a few weeks after the 
invasion states.115 In contrast to its response to previous crises, EU documents recognized the return 
of large-scale war to Europe as a “tectonic shift in European history.”116 In a new strategic concept 
approved that summer, NATO member countries similarly designated Russia as “the most significant 
and direct threat to Allies’ security and to peace and stability in the Euro-Atlantic area.”117 The 
Washington summit declaration further added that the “all-domain threat Russia poses to NATO 
will persist into the long term.”118  
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The significance of this change is apparent in the duration and scale of its trade restrictions and 
the depth of its reductions in Russian energy use.119 As of July 2024, the EU had adopted 14 major 
sanction packages and several smaller packages to address disinformation and sanctions evasion. In 
contrast to the years following Russia’s annexation of Crimea, during which the EU periodically 
updated its list of sanctioned individuals and entities but generally deferred from implementing new 
packages, the EU has continuously added new restrictive measures over more than two and a half 
years of fighting. Over 1,700 individuals and 500 entities have been listed for EU sanctions, travel 
bans, asset freezes, and unavailability of funds measures related to the war in Ukraine.120 EU trade 
restrictions now encompass 60 percent of prewar trade.121 Real trade with Russia has fallen from $279 
billion in 2021 to $89 billion in 2023, less than 2 percent of the EU’s total foreign trade.122 

The EU has led its members in a push to reduce their reliance on Russian fossil fuels. In addition 
to the restrictions described previously, the EU’s REPowerEU plan, adopted in March 2022, aims to 
accelerate the clean transition and diversify European energy sources.123 The EU has paired changes in 
existing laws and policies with expanded cooperation with alternate energy suppliers.124 Individual 
countries have also sought to decrease their reliance on Russian fossil fuels including one of the 
region’s greatest prewar consumers of Russian natural gas, Germany, which canceled the Nord Stream 
2 project and has invested in liquid natural gas terminals.125 

By and large, even countries with greater sympathies for Russia have not organized to challenge 
the EU’s approach. In part, this may be because their populations are relatively small and less 
influential. Although 40 percent of Bulgarians reported in 2023 that they viewed Russia more as an 
ally or partner than a rival or adversary—the highest share of favorable views in Europe—Bulgaria 
holds only 17 seats in the 720-seat European Parliament.126 Another constraining factor is that many 
of the countries with more positive views toward Russia, such as Bulgaria and Greece, receive 
substantial EU funds and may perceive little incentive to go to political war with Brussels over this 
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issue.127 In other countries, such as Italy where pro-Russian sentiments are stronger, political leaders 
have also bucked popular pressure and demonstrated new support for the EU.128 

Hungary and Slovakia, which have spoken out against the EU’s adoption of restrictive measures 
against Russia, present exceptions to this trend. Even so, most European countries have collaborated 
to surmount their opposition and sustain a unified confrontational approach. For instance, while 
Hungary, working with Slovakia, has blocked billions of euros in partial reimbursements to EU 
member states for military aid sent to Ukraine, it has not succeeded in reducing the flow of weapons; 
to the contrary, in June 2024, EU foreign ministers completed a deal to bypass Hungary by channeling 
funds from €210 billion of the Russian Central Bank’s paralyzed assets.129 

The duration of European restrictions, including ongoing efforts to expand and tighten sanctions 
and progress toward developing alternatives to Russian energy, suggest a return to prewar levels of 
engagement is unlikely without significant change in Russian behavior. Even such countries as 
Hungary, Cyprus, Greece, Bulgaria, and Italy, which historically have harbored more favorable views 
toward Russia, have not organized to restore severed economic and political linkages and have instead 
submitted to pressure from the European mainstream.130 This trend is likely to continue so long as 
EU countries’ political and economic interests lie predominantly in the EU: Even before 2022, most of 
their foreign trade took place within the EU (above 60 percent, in most cases), whereas the exchange 
with Russia was counted in low single digits.131 Although such countries as Hungary may continue to 
use their bilateral relations with Moscow as leverage in negotiations with Brussels, the European 
majority has demonstrated a consistent ability and resolve to suppress challenges and maintain their 
new, more confrontational approach. Although intra-European disputes may increase the political—
and, for the EU, budgetary—costs of maintaining or expanding restrictive measures, a wholescale EU 
or cross-European normalization of relations is unlikely in the middle term. 
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Europeans Have Recognized the Need to Improve Their Ability to Act with 
Reduced U.S. Support, but Given the Scale of Existing Production and 
Capability, Gaps Are Likely to Still Depend on a U.S. Security Role in the 
Middle Term  

Since 2022, European countries have demonstrated new resolve to rebuild European defenses and 
cooperate in strengthening collective defense capabilities and institutions. Confronted with the 
realities of a large-scale, high-intensity conflict in the region, European leaders have committed new 
attention and resources to bolstering national defenses, enhancing coordination on defense production 
and procurement, and improving the capacity of existing multinational organizations to manage 
collective security needs. This shift is exemplified in the surge in defense spending since the start of the 
war. Within a month of Russia’s invasion, seven European countries unveiled plans to increase defense 
spending; the majority of European countries followed suit by year’s end.132 Although countries’ 
commitments varied in terms of spending targets and timelines for implementation, data collected by 
the Stockholm International Peace Research Institute shows that regional defense and security outlays 
have increased by 16 percent from 2022 and 2023, driving the continent’s spending to the highest 
levels observed since the end of the Cold War.133  

The shift in European defense spending has been accompanied by a new sense of urgency to 
improve Europe’s ability to act alone by promoting greater cooperation and integration on defense and 
security. At the Versailles summit in March 2022, European leaders declared their intent to 
collectively rearm; reduce European defense, energy, and other resource dependencies; and increase 
the bloc’s ability to act autonomously.134 To realize this ambition, the EU has adopted a more assertive 
stance in leveraging existing regulatory and budgetary powers to support defense objectives. This shift 
is exemplified in the EU’s reversal of its “everything-but-arms” policy, its adaption of the European 
Peace Facility, an off-budget instrument for financing offshore military activities and assistance to EU 
partners originally designed to support peace operations, and its creation of the EU Military 
Assistance Mission Ukraine, the EU’s first-ever program to provide military training for territorial 
defense that was built using frameworks developed for counterterrorism training missions in African 
countries.135 Likewise, the EU has taken a more active stance toward directing European defense 
research, development, production, and procurement (discussed in the following sections).  

At the same time, the war has heightened European awareness of the importance of the United 
States and the transatlantic alliance and raised new skepticism of the prospect that Europe can, in the 
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near term, build sufficient capability to defend its territory and citizens without U.S. support. 
Europeans have reached for EU tools to collectively tackle production and procurement challenges, 
but the war has also demonstrated that the EU is unready to mount a strong military response when 
external threats arise and is dependent on NATO and members’ national capabilities to provide for 
the protection of its citizens.136 European difficulties in equipping Ukrainian armed forces while 
rebuilding their own stockpiles have also underlined the depth of existing shortfalls, raising doubts 
about whether even the historic increase in defense spending since 2022 will deliver greater 
operational autonomy. The result has been a general awareness that even the largest and most capable 
European militaries likely will continue to struggle to respond to external challenges without 
significant U.S. assistance.  

This constraint is apparent in outstanding questions about European armed forces’ ability to 
recruit sufficient personnel and whether the intra-European priority should be speed or capacity-
building.137 The EU’s emphasis on building and buying European-origin systems requires member 
states to spend their funds on long-term capacity improvements rather than acquiring foreign-origin 
(often U.S.) systems that are either already available or are likely to be delivered more quickly. One 
study suggested that the war in Ukraine has increased member states’ reliance on non-EU suppliers 
that either can provide off-the-shelf solutions or are perceived as faster and more predictable than 
European producers.138 Between February 2022 and June 2023, more than three-quarters of EU 
member state acquisitions were purchased outside the EU; U.S. equipment represented 63 percent of 
purchases.139 Such countries as Poland, Czechia, and the Baltic states have sought exemptions to allow 
greater foreign procurement, stressing the importance of building capability quickly over developing 
long-term continental production capacity.140 Some EU member countries have also expressed 
concern that a shift toward European production could harm relations with the United States or 
weaken the cohesiveness of the transatlantic alliance.141 Indeed, Washington has raised concerns about 
perceived EU defense protectionism and calls on Brussels to ensure EU efforts are “complementary to 
and interoperable with NATO.”142 
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The War Has Energized Europeans Allies to Improve Their Operational 
Flexibility, but Any Movement Toward Strategic Autonomy from the United 
States Is Likely to Be Limited 

Europe’s awakening to the Russian threat has created an opportunity for the EU to assert greater 
influence over European defense and security policy. Within weeks of the Russian invasion, the 
Council of the EU adopted the Strategic Compass for Security and Defence, a joint strategy to strengthen 
the bloc’s defense and security policy that had been under negotiation since 2019.143 Quickly rewritten 
to account for the conflict, the final Strategic Compass omits earlier suggestions for selective 
engagement with Russia and instead echoes the 2022 Versailles Declaration in noting that a “more 
hostile security environment requires us to make a quantum leap forward and increase our capacity 
and willingness to act, strengthen our resilience and ensure solidarity and mutual assistance.”144 Since 
2022, the EU has also adopted a more assertive stance in leveraging existing regulatory and budgetary 
powers to support defense objectives.145 Likewise, the EU has taken a more active stance toward 
directing European defense research, development, production, and procurement, including by 
releasing its first-ever defense industrial strategy and launching new initiatives to facilitate common 
procurement and incentivize member states to invest in long-term improvements in production 
capability, capacity, and resilience.146 

But although the EU has sought a greater security role, the substantial reforms that would enable 
Brussels to direct collective military action are unlikely in the middle term because of national 
differences and the immaturity of existing proposals. The war has encouraged Europeans to pursue 
greater cooperation within existing frameworks, but it has not galvanized new defense concepts or the 
creation of an alternative architecture for the defense of Europe. Instead, European, EU, and NATO 
leaders have taken steps to strengthen existing institutions by developing new capabilities, 
institutionalizing procedures and relationships built over the course of the war, and adapting existing 
funding and coordination mechanisms to support collective defense goals. Such novel organizations as 
the EU’s European Union Military Assistance Mission Ukraine and the NATO Security Assistance 
and Training for Ukraine represent creative adaptations of existing frameworks and largely operate 
within existing institutions. 

Moreover, there has been a marked shift in discussions of European autonomy away from creating 
new European alternatives toward building “a more European NATO in Europe,” as then–Finnish 
President Sauli Niinistö put it in a national address.147 In adopting the Strategic Compass, the 
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European Council sidestepped the debate over strategic autonomy by committing to both “reinforce” 
cooperation with NATO and “boost” partnerships with the United States and other like-minded 
nations while recognizing that “wider geopolitical trends call for the EU to shoulder a greater share of 
responsibility for its own security.”148 Although the strategy aims to “make the EU a stronger and 
more capable security provider” and proposed the creation of a new EU Rapid Deployment Capability 
for rescue, evacuation, and the “initial phase of stabilization operations,” it does not provide clear 
guidance on when or how the EU could conduct military operations independently and does not 
provide additional guidance on implementing the EU’s mutual defense assistance clause.149 EU 
statements and documents published since 2022 have similarly stressed the importance of developing 
complementary capabilities and policies with NATO, as well as continued cooperation with the 
United States.150 Compared with its prewar rhetoric, even advocates of greater strategic autonomy, 
such as France, have moderated criticism of NATO and reframed EU security initiatives as 
complements rather than alternatives to the transatlantic alliance.151 

European member support has enabled NATO to reassert its status as the continent’s preeminent 
security framework. Since 2022, allies have certified the combat readiness of eight forward-deployed 
battlegroups, strengthened existing air and sea missions, and begun to realize their commitment to 
exercise emerging capabilities by convening Steadfast Defender, the largest NATO military exercise 
since the end of the Cold War.152 

Ukraine’s Formal Integration into the EU or NATO Is Unlikely in the Near 
Term  

The war in Ukraine has compelled European countries to reconsider the region’s boundaries and 
its relations with former Soviet republics, such as Ukraine, that have not been fully integrated into the 
political or security architecture. Whereas Ukrainian attitudes toward the EU and NATO have 
fluctuated since the dissolution of the Soviet Union, Russia’s full-scale invasion has decisively shifted 
the country in a pro-European and pro-Western direction. Since 2022, Ukrainian leaders have sought 
to reaffirm Ukraine’s European identity and pushed for rapid accession into the EU and NATO.153 At 
the same time, the conflict has dramatically underscored Russia’s opposition to Ukraine’s integration 
and elevated the stakes of any European decision.   
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Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine presented the European community with a choice among 
four potential paths: (1) abandon the prospect of Ukrainian integration, (2) maintain the current 
approach of engagement without formal integration into collective political and security apparatuses, 
(3) accelerate Ukraine’s integration by building a path to membership within one or both of the 
region’s primary organizations, the EU and NATO, or (4) push for rapid EU or NATO enlargement.  

Notwithstanding the EU’s decision to open accession negotiations with Ukraine, European 
rhetoric and policies since 2022 have hewed closer to the third option than the last. In response to 
Russia’s invasion, Europeans have reevaluated the geopolitical implications of enlargement and 
provided Ukraine access to additional EU resources beyond those typically available to nonmember 
countries, as exemplified in the EU’s relaxation of restrictions on the use of its cohesion policy funds 
and novel applications of the European Peace Facility, among other measures.154 Yet despite growing 
defense cooperation, political, financial, and strategic factors likely will continue to disincentivize EU 
or NATO expansion to Ukraine. Within the EU, member countries do not agree about whether the 
bloc should revise or reprioritize its enlargement principles as would be required to fast track 
Ukrainian accession, and discussions regarding how to resolve outstanding procedural, legal, and 
budgetary questions are immature.155 As the war drags on and the costs to Ukraine and donor 
countries mount, resolving the practical and budgetary realities of integrating may become more 
challenging.156 Although the majority of European leaders have voiced support for the principle of 
Ukrainian membership, actualizing this pledge will require careful diplomacy and sustained political 
attention to preserve EU unity and identify solutions that bridge members’ differing national interests. 

The shift in attitudes toward Ukrainian membership in the EU contrasts with the status of 
debates over its NATO candidacy. The war has highlighted rather than resolved members’ differing 
risk thresholds and escalation concerns.157 Whether NATO chooses to move forward with 
membership likely will depend on the outcome of the conflict and the conditions of a postwar 
settlement. Historically, NATO has been hesitant to grant membership to states with active 
territorial disputes out of concern for embroiling the alliance immediately in a conflict. In the interim, 
European states and supranational organizations have used alternative mechanisms to demonstrate 
support and coordinate policy, even as they have shied from formal integration. For instance, NATO 
has increased its delivery of nonlethal aid to Ukraine; established a multiyear program to help rebuild 
the country’s security and defense sectors and promote adoption of NATO standards; established a 
multiyear program to coordinate national training activities; and upgraded the NATO-Ukraine 
Commission into the NATO-Ukraine Council, in which Ukraine now sits as an equal participant.158 
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NATO statements have underlined that the alliance is not changing its stance toward the conflict and 
will remain a nonparty to the conflict, although it will use the assistance framework to bring Ukrainian 
procurement in line with NATO best practices, continue to develop joint interoperability 
requirements, and advance progress toward eventual integration of Ukraine’s defense and security 
forces with NATO’s.159 

Russian Reactions  
Russia’s relations with key states have radically changed since Moscow launched its full-scale 

invasion of Ukraine in February 2022. Russia-EU relations went from wary engagement to mutual 
estrangement nearly overnight. Ties with the United States, including in arms control, the domain 
traditionally most resilient to exogenous shocks, have been reduced to a bare minimum. Meanwhile, 
Russia’s trade relations with China have expanded significantly, as has Moscow’s dependence on 
Beijing to sustain its war effort. On close examination, it becomes clear that the reactions to Russia’s 
invasion by key states have driven a series of further responses by Moscow, but that Russia had 
initially not intended for its invasion to alter its relations with other great powers in this manner.  

Europe’s Reactions to the Invasion Ended a Transactional Relationship 
with Russia that Moscow Would Likely Have Been Willing to Continue 

Russia’s relations with the EU and its member states have gone through several phases since the 
Soviet collapse. After a hopeful period of political rapprochement in the 1990s, there was a drift in 
relations driven by the increasingly autocratic nature of Russia’s political trajectory, as well as the EU’s 
2004 enlargement when several countries with historically strained relations with Moscow joined the 
Union and affected the bloc’s overall approach.160 The Russo-Georgian War in 2008 interrupted ties 
but only temporarily. The relationship became much more tense following Russia’s first invasion of 
Ukraine in 2014, after which several sanctions were imposed.161 However, many ties were preserved 
through 2021. Russian and EU member state leaders met regularly. The Nord Stream 2 pipeline was 
set to come online.162 Both sides kept up people-to-people, educational, and cultural links. 

Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine in February 2022 sparked a dramatic shift in European 
policy toward Russia. Since then, the EU imposed thirteen rounds of unprecedentedly severe 
sanctions, affecting the financial, oil, energy, transportation, media, and other sectors. The EU also 
imposed a large number of individual travel bans and asset freezes.163 The EU also quickly froze the 
assets and reserves of the Central Bank of Russia held in European financial institutions, which was 
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the vast majority held globally within the emerging Russia sanctions coalition. Many political ties were 
also severed, direct flights were banned, visa issuance was reduced, and land borders were closed.  

Since Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine began in February 2022, it has therefore been Europe 
driving changes in the Europe-Russia relationship, viewing the status quo ante as politically and 
strategically unsustainable or unwise. The main example of Moscow behaving proactively has been the 
uptick in its below-the-threshold-of-conflict aggressive behavior in Europe.164 However, this is a 
quantitative change since 2022, not a qualitative one—and a move that seems largely targeted at 
undermining European support for Ukraine.  

In its public rhetoric, Russia continues to express interest in reestablishing ties with Europe.165 
This is particularly visible in the economic domain: Russia meticulously frames all actions that could 
be interpreted as hostile (such as sanctions, bans on EU media outlets, or withdrawals from 
organizations) as responses it is forced to take.166 Russian leaders respond positively to approaches 
from European politicians and welcome those willing to visit or meet elsewhere. However, the 
continuous barrage of reports of Russian military activities in Ukraine, including atrocities against 
civilians, has helped to sustain a widespread consensus across the EU against a return to business as 
usual. The EU therefore continues efforts to further reduce its energy dependence on Russia and 
implement unprecedented sanctions and restrictions. Russia appears to prefer that its actions in 
Ukraine be viewed separately from its relationship with the rest of Europe, but most European states 
have demonstrated that they disagree, and this has in turn forced Russia to confront a change in its 
relations with Europe that it likely hoped to avoid.  

The exception that perhaps proves the rule is the relationship between Budapest and Moscow, 
which has changed relatively little since 2022.167 Although the Kremlin has obvious reasons to 
cultivate Hungary’s president Viktor Orbán as an ally within the EU, Russia’s willingness to continue 
with the status quo ante bellum underscores the reactive nature of its policies. Instead of proactively 
cutting off ties, Moscow has been willing to accommodate Budapest’s interest in sustaining the 
relationship, despite the latter’s involvement in every EU and NATO decision since 2022.  

Washington’s Unwillingness to Compartmentalize Russia’s Actions in 
Ukraine Has Eliminated Most Areas of Previous Engagement in U.S.-Russia 
Relations 

U.S.-Russia relations went through several phases in the post–Cold War period, largely following 
the same ups and downs as Russia’s ties with Europe.168 However, given the geographic proximity of 
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the EU to Russia, the economic and humanitarian aspects of the relationship with Washington were 
never as developed.   

The post-2021 period of U.S.-Russian relations has been the most strained in decades, although it 
did not initially appear that this would be the case. Following the initial Russian buildup along the 
border with Ukraine in spring 2021, Presidents Joseph Biden and Putin held a summit in June 2021, 
which appeared to defuse some of the tensions.169 Washington sought a “stable and predictable” 
relationship with Moscow as it intensified its focus on the Indo-Pacific region.170 Until the plans for 
the full-scale invasion became known later in the year, it appeared that Moscow was prepared to at 
least give this effort a chance.  

The war, of course, changed nearly everything. As with the Russia-Europe relationship, 
Washington was the key initiator of the changes because it was unwilling to compartmentalize its 
relations with Moscow from Russia’s actions in Ukraine. Both in the run up to and in the weeks and 
months following the full-scale invasion in February 2022, the United States undertook a wide range 
of measures that attenuated the relationship dramatically. These included a wide range of sanctions, 
similar in scale and scope to those of the EU. Bilateral trade collapsed.171 The United States ended 
existing dialogues between the governments. However, Russia did continue cooperating on the 
discrete aspects of the relationship that the United States sought to preserve, including maintenance of 
the International Space Station and U.S. imports of Russian uranium for its nuclear power plants, 
which increased in 2023, although the passage of new U.S. legislation in May 2024 prohibiting the 
purchase of Russian enriched uranium without specific waivers likely will have a dampening effect.172  

The exception has been arms control implementation and dialogue. Indeed, that was the one 
channel that Washington sought to continue but Moscow actively dismantled. First, in late 2022, 
Russia denied U.S. attempts to conduct treaty-mandated nuclear weapons inspections in Russia, and 
then canceled a meeting of the Bilateral Consultative Commission, another New START 
mechanism.173 In February 2023, Putin announced that Russia would be “suspending” 
implementation of the New START treaty.174 

Ties with China Became Closer, in Part Because of a Lack of Alternatives 
Russia-China relations have steadily improved since the late 1980s. Particularly since the early 

2000s, Moscow and Beijing have expanded their strategic cooperation in a range of spheres. This 
cooperation further intensified after Russia’s first invasion of Ukraine in 2014 and the subsequent 
downturn in Russian relations with the West. On the eve of the full-scale invasion, Russia and China 
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declared a “no-limits partnership.”175 However, there were some remaining limitations in the 
relationship. Despite a highly institutionalized and politically sanctioned interaction, there have been 
certain frictions on issues, such as Russia’s energy exports and China’s activities in Central Asia.176  

After Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine, Russia’s trade with China increased significantly. 
Imports from China help Russia sustain the living standards of the population, shielding it from the 
effects of the war. Furthermore, Russia’s trade with China is crucial for sustaining its war effort in 
Ukraine. China’s increased oil purchases continue to provide much-needed financial resources. China 
is a key provider of microelectronics, machine tools, and other dual-use technology, enabling Russia to 
continue to produce weapons and ammunition.177 Although the economic and material side of the 
relationship has intensified since the beginning of the war, this largely suggests an evolution, not a 
revolution, in the relationship. The strategic dependence and anti-Western worldview that is an 
important aspect of the relationship on both sides predated the 2022 invasion. Certain tensions in 
bilateral relations also remain, perhaps most notably on energy exports, as seen in Moscow’s inability 
to secure an agreement to build the Power of Siberia 2 pipeline.178 

Since 2022, however, Western policy decisions to punish Russia for its attack on Ukraine have 
been the key driver of the changes in Russia-China relations. Once Western markets were closed, 
Russia had little choice but to turn to China, which, for its part, wished to avoid the potential collapse 
of its partner. In Moscow, accepting substantially greater reliance on trade with China has largely been 
a function of necessity. And more broadly, Russia’s decline in relative power since 2022 has driven it 
to become needier, seeking more from China than the latter is willing to give. Russia likely would have 
preferred a more balanced set of economic relationships if it had the opportunity.  

Western States’ Policy Responses to the War Were the Key Factor in 
Determining Russia’s Strategic Orientation 

Our research underscored the centrality of the international-systemic effects of Russia’s invasion 
in shaping Moscow’s strategic options and choices since the war began. A coalition of largely Western 
states, led by the United States and the EU, fundamentally altered their foreign policy toward 
Moscow in response to the latter’s aggression in Ukraine. This shift established the constraints within 
which Russia would subsequently have to operate.  

Before the war, Russia-West relations were tense, but areas of shared interest were 
compartmentalized from other areas of intensive competition.179 This was not the partnership that 
some on both sides had hoped would materialize after the end of the Cold War, but, nonetheless, 
certain aspects of interaction continued and even flourished. For example, before the war, several 
Western European energy firms had plans to expand natural gas imports from Russia, including 
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through the newly constructed Nord Stream 2 pipeline.180 The Biden administration lifted sanctions 
on that project in May 2021 as part of an effort to improve ties with Germany.181 

After February 24, 2022, the U.S.-led coalition implemented a series of measures in response to 
Russia’s invasion that effectively severed the Russia-West economic relationship. The trade 
restrictions, financial sanctions, export controls, and other steps led to a rapid unraveling of economic 
ties that had been constructed over three decades.182 The war also had knock-on effects on Russia’s 
relative power in the international system. The damage done to Russia’s military was evident within 
the war’s disastrous first weeks, when many elite units were decimated in a poorly planned attempt to 
seize the capital. The military continued to suffer substantial losses of men and materiel. And 
although Russia’s economy has not tanked as many had predicted, it has taken significant hits from 
both the sanctions, the inflationary pressures caused by the increase in defense spending, and the 
economic dislocation caused by the departure of hundreds of thousands of working-age Russians from 
the labor force, either through emigration or military mobilization.183  

These knock-on effects of Russia’s invasion have been the key driver of the changes in Russia’s 
relations with Europe, the United States, and China. The collapse of ties with the West and the 
relative increase in economic and strategic engagement with China stemmed largely from this source.  

The Reactive Nature of Russian Policy Implies Future Reversals Are 
Possible 

The core drivers of changes in Russia’s relations with other key powers since February 2022 are (if 
we treat the continuing attack on Ukraine as a separate issue, as Moscow would prefer) external to the 
country: the policies of other states, other states’ restrictions on Russia’s international economic 
activities, and the diminution in Russia’s relative power. By implication, then, these changes would be 
subject to at least partial reversal if Western states were willing to do so. In short, our analysis does 
suggest that Russia’s post-2022 strategic shift might be subject to some adjustment were the 
constraints on Moscow’s foreign policy posture imposed by the international system relieved.  

However, Reversals Are Unlikely and a Longer War Will Make any 
Reversals Even Less Likely 

However, such a change appears unlikely. Not only would the war have to end, but Western 
policy would also have to shift dramatically for Russia’s strategic orientation to be able to revert to 
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something akin to the status quo ante bellum. Such a shift would entail a complete or near-complete 
reversal of the sanctions and normalization of trade relations and an offer to restore political and 
humanitarian ties. It is nearly inconceivable as of this writing that this kind of a volte-face would come 
to pass. If the war were to end and Western policies were to persist, it is unlikely that much of 
anything would change in the three key relationships, with the possible exception of U.S.-Russia arms 
control, the suspension of which was driven by Moscow not Washington.  

As the war continues into its third year, the prospect of such a reversal grows even more remote. 
Even though the changes in Russia’s strategic orientation were initially driven by external factors, 
international relations scholarship suggests key dynamics associated with a longer conflict will 
continue to entrench the changes regardless of whether those factors themselves endure. First, central 
beliefs (e.g., “the United States is hostile to Russia”) have been shown to be more enduring than 
peripheral ones (e.g., “this Administration is hostile to Russia”).184 The increasingly deeply held view 
in Moscow does indeed appear to be that the West is irrevocably hostile to Russian interests.185 This 
can, particularly over time, become a widely shared central belief among Russian elites, making it 
possible that Russia might become more hesitant to revive even the largely transactional engagements 
of the years preceding 2022. Second, history indicates that once an enduring rivalry has been 
established, the rivalry itself is likely to transform the domestic politics—and hence, foreign policy—of 
the rivals and make the rivalry intractable.186 Although Russia-West relations may have constituted an 
enduring rivalry before the war, they certainly do since 2022—and the longer the wartime levels of 
tensions persist, the more likely they are to become entrenched. Third, path dependency, which in 
foreign policy generally refers to durability of certain patterns of relations once habits of interaction 
between states develop, requires time to have a significant effect. Past choices shape the options 
available in the present and future; once a policy has formally or informally been institutionalized, it is 
more difficult to change. After a certain period, states perpetuate patterns of behavior as much because 
of habit as to anything else.187 This might well become the case for Russia’s post-2022 relations with 
other states if the war continues for multiple years into the future. Finally, the costs that states—
particularly in trade relations—incur when they reorient away from one set of partners and toward 
another make future change less likely.188 Sanctions and war can disrupt trade patterns years after the 
triggering event itself comes to an end.189 In this case, all the Russian firms that have been forced to 
shift from Western to Asian markets may be loath to shift back even if, in the future, they have the 
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option to do so. Equally, Western firms will be less likely to reenter the Russian market the longer the 
war endures. 

China’s Reactions 
China has carefully scrutinized U.S. and European reactions to the war and the way they have 

attempted to punish Russia for its aggression. Although it has largely filtered information on the war 
through a set of preexisting ideas and concepts widely held throughout the CCP, limiting the degree of 
change that China perceives the war as representing, Beijing has reacted to the conflict in several ways. 
Most notable among these reactions has been the expansion of the China’s partnership with Russia, 
which has helped Russia to continue to prosecute the war, but the conflict has also shifted China’s 
perceptions of and reactions to Western states in ways that may represent long-term areas of concern 
for the United States.  

The People’s Liberation Army Is Alarmed over Weakening Deterrence  
Given CCP certainty that U.S. intentions are hegemonic, the failure of Russian hybrid warfare in 

Ukraine is very likely to significantly undermine Chinese perceptions of their ability to deter war with 
the United States. Russian concepts of hybrid warfare hinged on the idea that precise applications of 
nonmilitary tools of competition enable a state to achieve victory with only minimal applications of 
military force.190 Authoritative People’s Liberation Army (PLA) media appeared to embrace this 
concept through 2021 and considered it a concept that enables competition with the United States 
without crossing the threshold of major war.191 Following poor Russian battlefield performance in 
2022, however, PLA analysts assessed that Russian strategists overestimated the hybrid warfare 
approach’s ability to deter military escalation.192 Given this failure, the PLA is becoming more 
doubtful that it can prevent U.S.-China competition from erupting into conflict, and PLA theorists 
have begun to redefine hybrid warfare as a concept that uses nonmilitary tools of competition as 
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prewar preparation of a battlespace rather than reducing the need for military force.193 At the same 
time as the PLA was redefining hybrid warfare, leading PLA researchers sharply criticized U.S. and 
Russian records of applying nonmilitary tools to resolve political disputes, concluding, “almost all 
military leaders hope to achieve ‘winning without fighting’ through deterrence rather than going to 
war, but most of them will fail.”194 Although these views are primarily found in PLA research, their 
promulgation across CCP elite opinion could critically weaken CCP leaders’ perceptions of deterrence 
and incentivize destabilizing actions.  

CCP Support for Russia Is Enduring  
CCP leaders, including Xi Jinping, are strategically and ideologically committed to supporting 

Russia as a partner in opposition to what they view as U.S. hegemony. In this view, the world is 
trending from unipolar to multipolar, and global power is being redistributed away from the United 
States to other countries, such as China and Russia.195 Party leaders assessed a coming confrontation 
between the rising China and Russia and the falling United States is “inevitable”; the Russia-Ukraine 
War is one example of a U.S. hegemony–maintenance campaign.196 To that end, CCP leaders see 
China and Russia as unified in addressing the dominant threat of U.S. hegemony. Although China’s 
stronger economic and political interests in the United States and EU and its interest in portraying 
itself as a global peacemaker sometimes soften or limit the extent of China’s support for Russia, CCP 
ideology ensures its policy toward Russia will remain fundamentally supportive.  
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The PLA Views U.S. Alliances as Vulnerable Targets  
CCP analysts insist U.S. alliances persist because the United States manufactures crises to justify 

their existence, not because the allies share common interests or values.197 Although PLA researchers 
recognize the impressive strategic importance of alliances as force multipliers, they also see these 
alliances as vulnerable to disinformation that targets areas of ideological consensus. Following the 
outbreak of the Russia-Ukraine War, CCP leaders assess China has “new strategic opportunities” to 
increase China’s global stature and undermine that of the United States, including by targeting U.S. 
alliance cohesion.198 CCP efforts to weaken the strength of U.S. allied commitment prominently 
feature negative messaging or disinformation cognitive domain operations campaigns, which PLA 
researchers have noted improved battlefield lethality when employed by Ukraine.199 To this end, the 
PLA may see their efforts to erode U.S. alliance cohesion as preparation of the battlespace in 
preparation for a potential future conflict.  

The PLA Surmises Protraction Will Blunt U.S. Technology Advantages  
PLA studies of the advanced technology employed in the Russia-Ukraine War entail discussions 

of both U.S. technological advantages and how to mitigate those advantages by protracting a conflict 
into one whose outcome will be determined by DIB capacity, not technological achievement.200 PLA 
researchers believe the United States DIB cannot sustain a protracted war, and the margin of U.S. 
technological superiority will diminish as a war continues.201 While acknowledging the significant 
operational advantages provided by U.S. advanced capabilities, such as Starlink, some leading PLA 
researchers believe Russia can overcome these advantages through protraction.202 By extension, PLA 
researchers almost certainly believe China is better postured to overcome the same advantages in a 
similar conflict with the United States.   
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The PLA Considers Proliferated Satellite Constellations a Key Inflection 
Point in Space Operations   

PLA researchers see Starlink as a critical new capability that fully integrates space into U.S. joint 
operations. Prior to the war, PLA researchers perceived Starlink launching, alongside new 
developments in U.S. space strategy and doctrine, to mean the United States had “integrated space 
combat into its joint operations and is eager to give space warfare a try.”203 After the outbreak of war, 
PLA researchers were alarmed by their self-assessed inability to undermine Starlink’s resilience 
through existing counterspace capabilities.204 By providing resilient communications in space, leading 
PLA researchers assessed Starlink’s impact and the manner in which it provided these capabilities was 
sufficient to distinguish LEO as an “increasingly important subdomain of space.”205 Chinese 
policymakers and space experts have publicly called for China to develop a Chinese counterpart to 
Starlink called Project SatNet [星网工程].206 

Indian Reactions  
The Russian invasion of Ukraine created a difficult situation for India. Prior to the conflict, New 

Delhi had comparatively strong relations with both Moscow and Washington, and it has been 
challenged in its efforts to balance those relations during the ongoing conflict. We identified four key 
themes in Indian reactions to the conflict with likely implications for shaping India’s foreign policy 
and relations with the United States, Russia, and China in the future.  

India Has Prioritized Maintaining Close Relations with Russia 
India’s most notable reaction to Russia’s invasion of Ukraine has been a consistent refusal to 

condemn Moscow’s actions. India has abstained from UN votes on the issue, refused to join Western 
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sanctions on Russia, and substantially increased its oil imports from Russia (reducing its energy costs 
by doing so), while avoiding even public statements placing the blame for the conflict on Moscow.207 
This “subtle pro-Moscow position” has created consternation in the West, which has been 
increasingly unified in opposition to Russian aggression, and underlined that, despite India’s status as 
the world’s largest democracy, it does not see the world the same way.208 Although there are cultural 
and historical roots to India’s hesitance to join Western opposition to Russia, geopolitical calculations 
appear to be the most central factor shaping India’s calculus.209  

India’s primary strategic concerns are the threat posed to it by China and China’s growing 
relations with Pakistan.210 India fears that a rupture in relations with Russia could push Moscow into 
closer alignment with Beijing and Islamabad, leaving New Delhi increasingly isolated within Asia and 
largely dependent on the United States and its allies for support; support that India further fears may 
be unreliable.211 India appears to be wagering that by maintaining its relations with Russia, it will be 
able to limit the closeness of the Russian-Chinese relationship and limit the risks that Russia may 
choose to openly support China in a future India-China conflict or crisis.212  

As noted previously, however, greater Russian dependence on China is one of the major 
geopolitical outcomes of the Russia-Ukraine War, driven not by Russian preferences for such an 
arrangement but by economic and military necessity. Should such trends continue and intensify, 
leaving Russia as a dependent, junior partner of China, this will represent a major setback for Indian 
grand strategy. There are signs that India’s approach to Russia may have allowed it to retain some 
influence over Moscow’s decisions, as seen in U.S. requests to India to use that influence to discourage 
Russia from taking provocative or escalatory actions.213 To date, there do not appear to be signs that 
India is fundamentally revisiting its approach toward Russia, despite its apparent lack of success in 
limiting Russia’s relations with China. But India has sought to mitigate the risks of its reliance on 
Russia in other areas.  

India Has Sought to Further Diversify Its Defense Imports 
India remains highly dependent on Russia as a source of military hardware. A legacy of their Cold 

War relations, an estimated 60 percent to 70 percent of Indian weapon systems come from Russia or 
the Soviet Union, making India heavily reliant on Russia for maintenance and spare parts.214 Even 
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before Russia’s 2022 full-scale invasion of Ukraine, the risks of India’s dependence on Russia had 
become clear to Indian policymakers.215 The past two and a half years of war have deepened those 
concerns, particularly as Russian defense industries will be prioritizing domestic demands for the 
foreseeable future both to prosecute the current war and to reconstitute the Russian military 
thereafter.216 India’s strong preference has been to replace Russian imports with domestic production, 
as part of its Make in India campaign.217 However, Indian defense imports from Western sources have 
increased in recent years, a trend that is likely to continue.218 Such increases likely have clear limits, 
however. Western military equipment is comparatively expensive and often comes with greater 
restrictions on its use.219  

India’s Support for U.S. Policies Is Likely to Remain Limited and Conditional 
The Biden administration has framed the conflict in Ukraine as one of democracy versus 

autocracy, which India’s notable refusal to condemn Russian aggression certainly complicates.220 
India’s motivations for not joining the Western coalition supporting Ukraine may be in large part 
geopolitical, as discussed previously, but this does not appear to be the whole picture. India’s status as 
the world’s largest democracy is an important part of its identity, but it has also shown wariness 
regarding Western willingness to employ sanctions and other tools to punish democratic 
backsliding.221 India itself has undergone such backsliding under Prime Minister Narendra Modi, with 
government suppression of opposition politicians, critical media outlets, and minority groups 
increasingly prevalent.222 Most spectacularly, India appears to have attempted to assassinate a U.S. 
citizen in New York who was active in Sikh separatist groups.223 Prioritizing efforts to recruit Modi as 
an ally to oppose China’s influence, the Biden administration has largely downplayed these 
developments, continuing high-level engagement, including the hosting of Modi for a state dinner in 
Washington in 2023.224 Taken together, however, India’s disinterest in condemning Russian 
aggression and its increasingly repressive approach to dissent highlight that India under Modi does 
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not see itself as a supporter of the liberal international order or other values that underlie the 
cooperation between the United States and its closest allies, but as a state focused more narrowly on 
the pursuit of its interests and security. This suggests clear limits to future U.S.-Indian relations that 
had been improving steadily over the past three decades.  

Implications for International Norms  
Russia’s invasion of Ukraine has affected the international system in ways that go well beyond the 

reactions of the major powers. In the following sections, we highlight two critical normative 
developments stemming from the war that could have far-reaching implications.  

Russia Has Faced Substantial, Sustained Costs for Its Clear Violation of the 
Normative Prohibition Against Armed Conquest 

Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine has constituted the most blatant challenge to the 
international normative prohibition against armed conquest since Iraq’s 1990 invasion of Kuwait.225 
By themselves, individual challenges to norms do not necessarily provide evidence for whether a norm 
is weakening, much as individual murders do not mean that societal disapproval of them has declined. 
The health of the norm against armed conquest will instead be determined by the nature of state 
responses to Russia’s violation.  

On this front, international condemnation of Russia’s actions has been both widespread and 
energetic through the first two and a half years of the war. The UN General Assembly has voted 
overwhelmingly to condemn Russia’s invasion on several occasions, after action in the UN Security 
Council was halted by Russia’s veto.226 Although the strongest actions opposing Russia have been 
taken by NATO members given the great security implications of the invasion for them, opposition to 
Russia’s action has emerged from parts of the Global South as well.227 Military support for Ukraine 
has been widespread, while open military support for Russia’s invasion—which could constitute its 
own violation of international law—has been limited to a handful of international pariah states.228 
China, for its part, has taken pains to claim publicly that it is not supporting Russia militarily, even 

 
225 Christopher Greenwood, “New World Order or Old: The Invasion of Kuwait and the Rule of Law,” Modern Law Review, 
Vol. 55, 1992. 
226 Although direct opposition was rare, some notable abstentions included China and India (Oona A. Hathaway, “How Russia’s 
Invasion of Ukraine Tested the International Legal Order,” Brookings Institution, April 3, 2023).   
227 Many sub-Saharan African countries, in particular, view the normative prohibition against armed conquest as central to their 
own regional stability given the widespread potential for identity-based territorial claims across the continent. For example, see 
Amy Woodyatt, “Kenya’s UN Ambassador Slams Russia and Compares Ukraine Crisis to Africa’s Colonial Past,” CNN, 
February 22, 2022. The 2022 Kenyan comments are nearly identical in sentiment to comments expressed by Uganda in 1964 on 
the necessity for a norm of territorial integrity, highlighting the long-standing nature of African concerns about the regularization 
of armed invasions (Scott W. Thompson and I. William Zartman, “The Development of Norms in the African System,” in The 
Organization of African Unity After Ten Years: Comparative Perspectives, Praeger Publishers, 1975). 
228 Pietro Bomprezzi, Ivan Kharitonov, and Christoph Trebesch, “Ukraine Support Tracker,” Kiel Institute for the World 
Economy, last updated August 6, 2024; Bergmann et al., 2024. 
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while the actual effects of its economic and industrial support have been of substantial benefit for 
Russia’s war effort.229 

Taken together, these actions highlight the breadth, if not necessarily the depth, of opposition to 
Russia’s violation of the norm against armed conquest, perhaps the most central rule of conduct in the 
international system.230 Even when states continue to tacitly provide support to Russia, they are 
reluctant to do so openly and rarely endorse Russia’s decision to invade Ukraine itself. As will be 
discussed in the following sections, however, the long-term effects of Russia’s challenge to this norm 
will likely depend on the ultimate resolution of the war and how states treat Russia and its leadership 
thereafter.  

Efforts to Impose Economic Costs on Russia Have Been Expansive and 
Novel 

The international efforts to punish Russia for its invasion of Ukraine have pushed the boundaries 
of the types of economic levers states may consider to be available for such responses. The sanctions 
regime targeting Russia by restricting trade and investment with individuals, firms, and sectors is 
extensive but for the most part not in itself novel in comparison with prior efforts to punish such 
states as Iran, North Korea, or Iraq.231 What may be expanding normative expectations regarding 
appropriate tools for economic coercion are three additional steps being used or considered against 
Russia. First, following the invasion, several key Russian banks were gradually cut off from the 
SWIFT interbank information exchange system, greatly complicating their ability to process 
transactions with customers in other countries, with serious short-term effects for the Russian 
financial system.232 This step was undertaken once before, in the 2012 campaign to pressure Iran over 
its nuclear program, but taking this action against Russian banks may indicate that the United States 
and the EU will employ this step with greater frequency in the future.233 Second, the United States 
and its allies, mindful that a complete cutoff of Russia fossil fuel exports would be both infeasible and 
destructive for the global economy, have attempted to implement a price cap on sales of Russian oil 
through restrictions on the ability of firms to issue insurance for tankers carrying the oil, an apparently 
novel attempt to keep Russian oil exports on the market while reducing the economic benefits Russia 

 
229 Bergmann et al., 2024; Nathaniel Sher, “Behind the Scenes: China’s Increasing Role in Russia’s Defense Industry,” Carnegie 
Politika, May 6, 2024; Finbarr Bermingham, “As China Boosts Ties with Russia, Belarus, Europe Ponders Possible Rising 
Threat,” South China Morning Post, July 15, 2024. 
230 Michael J. Kelly, “The Role of International Law in the Russia-Ukraine War,” Case Western Reserve Journal of International 
Law, Vol. 55, 2023. 
231 Jeffrey J. Schott, “Economic Sanctions Against Russia: How Effective? How Durable?” Peterson Institute for International 
Economics, 2023; T. Clifton Morgan, Constantinos Syropoulos, and Yoto V. Yotov, “Economic Sanctions: Evolution, 
Consequences, and Challenges,” Journal of Economic Perspectives, Vol. 37, No. 1, 2023. 
232 Christian Perez, “What Does Russia’s Removal from SWIFT Mean for the Future of Global Commerce?” Foreign Policy 
Analytics, March 8, 2022; Russell Hotten, “Ukraine Conflict: What Is Swift and Why Is Banning Russia So Significant?” BBC 
News, May 4, 2022. 
233 Rick Gladstone and Stephen Castle, “Global Network Expels as Many as 30 of Iran’s Banks in Move to Isolate Its Economy,” 
New York Times, March 15, 2012.  
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receives from them.234 This policy initially did have substantial effects on Russian revenues but has 
weakened over time.235 Finally, there have been numerous proposals to seize Russian assets that were 
frozen in Western countries following Russia’s 2022 invasion and then provide those assets to 
Ukraine.236 The United States recently passed a law authorizing these seizures, and the EU has 
authorized redirecting the interest generated by frozen Russian assets for the benefit of Ukraine, for 
now stopping short of providing the assets themselves.237 Should large-scale asset seizures actually be 
carried out, they would essentially constitute forcing Russia to provide reparations to Ukraine, often a 
contentious element of post-war settlements. Although not entirely novel—the United States seized 
$7 billion in assets from Afghanistan after the 2021 Taliban takeover and seized more-limited Iraqi 
assets in 2003—the scale of the Russian assets at stake, over $300 billion, with no change in Russia’s 
government would represent a dramatic expansion of U.S. and allied economic coercive action with 
potentially far-reaching implications across the international economic system.238  

Conclusion 
Consistent with the historical trends described in Chapter 2, the war in Ukraine has not 

fundamentally restructured the international system or driven major changes in the alignment of 
major or regional powers. Nevertheless, it has shifted the United States’ relations with both major 
allies and adversaries, as well as potential partners in the Global South. In Europe, it has reinforced 
the transatlantic alliance by highlighting longstanding shortfalls in continental defense capabilities, 
reaffirming NATO’s primacy, and generating a new sense of urgency to rearm and rebuild. At the 
same time, the war has fundamentally altered the relationship between Europe and Russia by, in the 
eyes of many European political leaders, discrediting the notion that a strategy that prioritized 
engagement and economic integration could encourage moderation in Russian policy. Although 
Russia remains receptive to notions of reestablishing a transactional relationship after the war, it is 
unlikely to find receptive partners in the major economic centers of Europe.  

The Russia-Ukraine War’s effects outside Europe are more limited but still consequential. 
Although Chinese political leaders and military intellectuals appear to view the war as further 
confirmation of preexisting international trends, the conflict may be contributing to a hardening of the 
belief that U.S. intervention in a potential Indo-Pacific conflict cannot be deterred through 
nonmilitary means. Relatedly, CCP leaders remain supportive of Russia given the country’s perceived 
importance in countering the U.S. hegemony. Despite the cohesion NATO has demonstrated since 
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2022, China also perceives new strategic opportunities, or perhaps new incentives, to target U.S. 
alliance cohesion and has strengthened Beijing’s confidence that China’s productive capacity could, in 
a protracted conflict, blunt U.S. technological advantages.   

The war has also highlighted the continued gap between the West and the Global South. India 
has prioritized close relations with Russia out of a desire to avert a scenario in which Moscow backs 
Beijing’s position in the Sino-India rivalry. India’s efforts to diversify its defense imports and reduce its 
reliance on Russian-origin military technologies bely a broader reticence to back U.S. priorities.  

Whether the war in Ukraine will generate broader normative changes across the international 
system is still unclear. On the one hand, the international community has generally condemned 
Russia’s territorial aggression, and the United States and its allies have imposed costs on Russia 
because of this aggression, both of which likely help reinforce the norm against armed conquest. On 
the other hand, should the war conclude in such a manner that Russian territorial aggression is widely 
perceived to have been successful, with costs that may not be enduring, then the norm against armed 
conquest would likely be weakened. This part of the story of the war has not yet been fully written.    

 
 
 

  



57 

Chapter 5 

Managing Uncertainty Regarding 
Future Events 

As of this writing in September 2024, how the war in Ukraine will unfold and ultimately end is 
still unclear. This uncertainty hampers efforts to assess the war’s long-term implications and has 
discouraged attempts to forecast long-term geopolitical trends or to develop recommendations for 
long-term U.S. planning and strategy. Yet as the previous chapters have demonstrated, much has 
already changed over the two and a half years since Russia’s full-scale invasion began. The United 
States cannot wait for the war to end if it wishes to adjust to changes in the operational and strategic 
environment ahead of its adversaries and rivals.  

To assist U.S. policymakers in adapting to the effects of the war before it has concluded, we have 
identified a set of events, or factors, that we anticipate could still alter existing trend lines and require a 
reexamination of the major findings presented in this report and the underlying reports from this 
series.239 In the concluding chapter of each report in this series, we include an extensive discussion of 
how these factors could alter the report’s findings, offering policymakers a lens to understand and 
manage uncertainty in their long-term planning.  

In this chapter, we present highlights from these analyses while also expanding our analysis to 
describe how these factors could alter Indian reactions to the war and reshape the war’s implications 
for the laws of war and other international norms. By observing patterns in how the factors may affect 
ongoing trends across the multiple issue areas and regions surveyed in this series, we identify insights 
regarding the potential importance of different factors, the conditionality of our findings, and the 
feasibility of planning for the war’s aftermath while the fighting continues.240 Our summaries in this 
chapter are necessarily limited in their nuance, and we encourage readers to read the full assessments 
in the other reports in this series for greater detail.  

As discussed in Chapter 1, we selected these factors using three criteria: scale (would we expect 
that such an event would have major consequences beyond the battlefield), distinguishability (could 
the change be isolated and its implications observed), and plausibility (given what we know about 
major actors’ capabilities, behavior, and incentives, could such an event occur). We divided these 
factors into three categories: those related to the course of the fighting; the settlement of the war; and 
external events, such as changes in the policy orientation of major third parties. The following sections 

 
239 A summary of the full set of factors we identified is provided in Table 1.1. In our analysis, we make no claims as to the 
relatively likelihood of these potential future events; only that we view each as sufficiently plausible to be worth considering.  
240 Our summaries in this chapter of the analyses in the other reports in this series are not exhaustive. We highlight only the most 
potentially impactful of the relationships between these factors and our findings in this chapter. The more complete discussion is 
presented in the concluding chapter of each of the individual reports.  
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summarize our assessments of the possible effects of these factors on our preliminary findings across 
each of these three categories.  

Adjusting to the Future Course of the War 
How the fighting in Ukraine has evolved and been conducted on both sides has driven many of 

our preliminary findings discussed in Chapters 3 and 4. This includes the implications we identify for 
future warfighting, but the attritional stalemate and resulting resource demands have also led to 
implications for the DIB and China’s and Europe’s strategic and political assessments. As the war 
continues to evolve, additional battlefield events could further alter these and other ongoing trends. In 
this section, we highlight our assessments of the following five factors related to the potential future 
course of the war: 

• Russia uses tactical nuclear weapons inside Ukraine 
• Russia uses a kinetic ASAT weapon in LEO against commercial targets that generates massive 

debris 
• Russia or Ukraine achieves a cost-effective breakthrough that solves a major existing 

operational challenge 
• China provides lethal military support to Russia 
• NATO directly intervenes in the Russia-Ukraine War. 

Table 5.1 summarizes our assessment of how these factors could potentially shift trends identified 
across our reports and require reconsideration of our preliminary findings. As discussed in Chapter 1, 
we determined that these battlefield effects were likely to be most relevant to five of our focus areas, 
listed in the second column from the left. We then identify the specific preliminary finding this factor 
has the potential to affect and note the potential effect on the finding that the factor could have, 
should it occur. As noted previously, more-detailed discussions of these factors and their effects on our 
findings are contained in the concluding chapters of each individual report in this series.241 For reasons 
of brevity, in this chapter, we confine our discussion to key cross-cutting patterns that emerge when 
looking at the potential effects of these factors across our research.  

Table 5.1. Selected Potential Effects of the Future Course of the War on Preliminary Findings 

Factor 
Area 

Affected Preliminary Finding Potential Effect on Finding 

Russia uses 
tactical nuclear 
weapons inside 
Ukraine 

Warfighting There are enhanced challenges 
for offensive operations. 

The risk to massed forces is greatly enhanced. 

The necessity of preparing for 
protraction increases. 

Protraction may be less likely if nuclear use 
becomes normalized. 

 
241 For example, further discussions of the potential effects on warfighting issues are contained in our standalone report on this 
topic. See Hvizda et al., 2025. However, some areas of consideration are discussed only in this summary report in Chapters 3 and 
4, such as the laws of armed conflict, international norms, Indian reactions, and Russian reactions. For these topics, these tables 
summarize our assessment of the potential effects of these factors on our findings.   
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Factor 
Area 

Affected Preliminary Finding Potential Effect on Finding 

The need to seek external 
support increases. 

Normalization of nuclear use is likely to raise the 
bar for states to provide external support. 

Laws of 
armed 
conflict 

Russia’s consideration of 
nuclear use inside Ukraine has 
weakened the nuclear taboo. 

Actual Russian use of nuclear weapons could 
undermine the nuclear taboo, with potentially far-
reaching consequences for future conflicts. 

China’s 
reactions 

CCP support for Russia is 
enduring. 

Russia nuclear use could cause China’s leadership 
to revisit the wisdom of its close support for Russia. 

The PLA believes protraction 
may help overcome U.S. 
advantages. 

Normalized nuclear use could reduce China’s 
estimates of the viability of protracted wars. 

The PLA sounds the alarm over 
weakening deterrence. 

Nuclear use could heighten China’s fears that the 
international system is unstable, at the risk of larger 
war. 

Indian 
reactions 

India has prioritized maintaining 
close relations with Russia. 

Russian nuclear use against Ukraine could prompt 
New Delhi to revisit the value of close associations 
with Moscow, depending on public and 
international reactions to Moscow’s actions. 

European 
reactions 

The European shift away from 
engagement with Russia is 
likely irreversible. 

Nuclear use could widen the rift between states 
inclined to accommodate Russia and more hardline 
members likely to sever remaining ties, accelerate 
rearmament, and reconsider nuclear posture. 

Despite steps to improve 
operational flexibility, 
movement toward strategic 
autonomy is likely to be limited. 

Nuclear use would reinforce NATO’s primacy and 
decrease support for strategic concepts premised 
on autonomy from U.S. 

The EU has sought a greater 
security role, but the substantial 
reforms required to direct 
collective military action are 
unlikely. 

Nuclear use would likely encourage greater EU-
United Kingdom cooperation but reduce support for 
building NATO alternatives. 

Russia uses 
ASAT that 
generates 
extensive 
debris 

Warfighting The manner in which mass is 
delivered changes. 

The weakening of persistent surveillance reduces 
the threat from distributed strikes. 

 The need to seek external 
support increases. 

Less-capable states need to rely on others for 
satellite communications and imagery if commercial 
capabilities are greatly reduced. 

China’s 
reactions 

The PLA considers proliferated 
satellite constellations a key 
inflection point in space 
operations. 

This is likely to undermine the rationale for the 
China’s pursuit of SatNet. 

Russia or 
Ukraine 
achieves cost-
effective 
breakthrough 

Warfighting The manner in which mass is 
delivered changes. 

Development and proliferation of an effective and 
efficient counter-UAS technology likely would 
reduce their reliability for decentralized targeting 
decisions and the collection of intelligence, 
surveillance, and reconnaissance data. 
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Factor 
Area 

Affected Preliminary Finding Potential Effect on Finding 

that solves 
major 
operational 
challenge 

DIB DIB growth could create new 
coordination challenges. 

A Ukrainian technological breakthrough likely 
would incentivize reductions in regulatory barriers 
to long-term cooperation between Ukrainian and 
European producers. 

China provides 
lethal military 
support to 
Russia 

China’s 
reactions 

The PLA believes protraction 
may help overcome U.S. 
advantages. 

Beijing’s decision to provide military support to 
Russia might indicate U.S. and allied ability to 
sustain protracted conflict greater than China’s 
leaders had hoped. 

 The PLA views U.S. alliances as 
vulnerable targets. 

China’s decision to provide military support might 
make efforts to weaken U.S. alliances less likely or 
effective. 

 Laws of 
armed 
conflict 

The scale and nature of 
Russia’s violations of the laws 
of war in Ukraine constitute a 
broader challenge to 
international law. 

Open military support by China for Russia... would 
also constitute a clear signal of China's support for 
Russia's means of prosecuting the conflict, 
including its widespread intentional targeting of 
civilians, presenting a clear challenge to 
international humanitarian law. 

 International 
norms 

Russia has faced substantial, 
sustained costs for its clear 
violation of the normative 
prohibition against armed 
conquest. 

Open military support by China for Russia’s 
attempted conquest of Ukraine would call into 
question whether Beijing will seek to do away with 
this core international norm as its power within the 
international system increases 

NATO directly 
intervenes in 
Russia-Ukraine 
War 

European 
reactions 

The European shift away from 
engagement with Russia is 
likely irreversible. 

A decision to intervene would require consensus 
that engagement cannot achieve regional security 
and stability aims. 

Despite steps to improve 
operational flexibility, 
movement toward strategic 
autonomy is likely to be limited. 

Conflict would drive increases in defense 
production, procurement, cooperation, and 
integration beyond observed levels and require 
closer alignment with the U.S. 

The EU has sought a greater 
security role, but the substantial 
reforms required to direct 
collective military action are 
unlikely. 

Russia-NATO conflict would test existing 
frameworks for EU-NATO complementarity and 
require organizational and procedural adaptations. 

Ukraine’s formal integration into 
the EU and NATO is unlikely in 
the near term. 

NATO involvement would render many of the 
political obstacles to Ukrainian integration obsolete, 
but prospects for EU membership would likely 
depend on the conflict’s course. 

Russian 
reactions 

The reactive nature of Russian 
policy implies future reversals 
are possible. 

NATO’s intervention would entrench Russian 
enmity toward the U.S. and Europe and remove any 
remaining stake in maintaining a semblance of 
normality in the relationship. 
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Three patterns stand out. First, Russian nuclear use appears to have a broad potential to alter the 
trends we have identified to date across issue areas. More so than any other event we identified, Russia 
becoming the first state since 1945 to use nuclear weapons in warfare would likely alter the 
international response to the conflict, even beyond its serious strategic and military implications. 
Although we have done our best to identify potential specific consequences of Russian nuclear use, it 
would be prudent to note that the implications of such a historic event would almost certainly extend 
far beyond the dynamics we examined. Much would also depend on the circumstances and nature of 
Russian nuclear use.  

Second, direct military support by China for Russia’s invasion of Ukraine would also likely be a 
highly consequential event, potentially signaling a commitment by China’s leadership to a much more 
revisionist approach to the international system than has been observed to date. This would likely 
have further downstream effects on both European and U.S. relations with Beijing and could sharply 
increase the risks of wider conflicts. 

Third, we did not find that a NATO decision to intervene in the conflict would likely drive 
substantial deviations from most of the trends we have identified from the course of the war so far. If 
direct NATO intervention were not followed by immediate Russian capitulation this would mean the 
beginnings of a direct Russia-NATO war that might or might not remain confined to the territory of 
Ukraine. We cannot predict the exact course such a conflict would take, but it could easily become an 
unprecedented historic event with the potential to inflict catastrophic human, economic, and physical 
damage should it escalate to widespread nuclear use. From the perspective of the issue areas we 
examined, however, the most immediate strategic effects would be an intensification or acceleration of 
trends observed since the war began. For example, most European countries have determined since 
early 2022 that political and economic engagement with Russia is no longer a feasible strategy to 
manage Russia. A direct war between the two sides would harden these perceptions, while not making 
future rapprochement with Russia more plausible. A NATO-Russia war would therefore not 
necessarily alter many of the findings discussed in Chapters 3 and 4, but it would have the potential to 
introduce new, highly consequential changes in the international system that go well beyond those 
already outlined.   

Adjusting to How the War Concludes 
Table 5.2 presents a summary of our assessments of how the war’s ending could alter our findings. 

We focused on the following three factors that reflect different ways in which the Russia-Ukraine 
War could end: 

• Russia succeeds in its initial objective for the invasion by militarily imposing a change of 
government in Kyiv. 

• Ukraine succeeds in rolling back the Russian invasion and regains the territory occupied or 
contested by Russian forces since 2014. 

• Ukraine and Russia agree to a cessation of hostilities, but Ukraine’s territory remains divided, 
and low-level fighting may persist. 
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Given the substantial uncertainty about the events that could lead to a resolution of the conflict, 
we did not specify the specific course of events that would lead to these outcomes. We also did not 
develop detailed scenarios for the composition of a new Ukrainian government should Russia gain the 
ability to impose one or the precise terms of a negotiated ceasefire. These are potentially important 
variables, but accounting for such additional variations would substantially multiply the scenarios to 
be assessed. We therefore focus on how the core aspects of these different endings to the war would 
affect our findings and leave the potentially important details and specifics for future assessments.  

Table 5.2. Selected Potential Effects of How the War Concludes on our Findings 

Factor Area Affected Preliminary Finding 
Potential Effect on 

Finding 

Russian-imposed regime 
change in Ukraine 

International norms Russia has faced 
substantial, sustained 
costs for its clear violation 
of the normative 
prohibition against armed 
conquest. 

A clear Russian victory in 
the war, particularly one 
achieved due in large part 
to support from China, 
would call into question 
whether non-Western 
powers may wish to, and 
be able to, reshape this 
aspect of the international 
system.  

DIB Transatlantic reforms 
have been positive but 
modest. 

The specter of clear 
Russian victory in Ukraine 
would likely lead to the 
acceleration and 
intensification of European 
DIB reform efforts. 

European reactions The European shift away 
from engagement with 
Russia is likely 
irreversible. 

A Russian victory, and 
attending westward 
movement of Russian 
posture, would likely 
heighten concerns of 
Russian subversion or 
direct military threat to 
NATO territory. 

 Despite steps to improve 
operational flexibility, 
movement toward 
strategic autonomy is 
likely to be limited. 

Perception of increased 
Russian threat would likely 
drive regional increases in 
defense spending and 
expanded cooperation 
while also encouraging 
closer alignment with the 
United States. 

 The EU has sought a 
greater security role, but 
the substantial reforms 

Perception of increased 
Russian threat would 
reinforce NATO’s primacy 
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Factor Area Affected Preliminary Finding 
Potential Effect on 

Finding 

required to direct 
collective military action 
are unlikely. 

but encourage continued 
EU initiatives to boost 
European DIBs and 
defense integration. 

 Ukraine’s formal 
integration into the EU 
and NATO is unlikely in 
the near term. 

A pro-Russian government 
would almost certainly 
withdraw applications for 
membership. 

Ukraine regains 
internationally recognized 
borders 

International norms Russia has faced 
substantial, sustained 
costs for its clear violation 
of the normative 
prohibition against armed 
conquest. 

The success of Ukraine in 
repelling the Russian 
invasion, made possible by 
sustained, widespread 
international support, 
would help reinforce 
perceptions that violations 
of this norm are likely to 
prove costly and that 
aggression in other cases 
might be similarly 
defeated. 

European reactions The European shift away 
from engagement with 
Russia is likely 
irreversible. 

Whether EU members 
would collectively 
reengage Russia likely 
would depend on whether 
the Kremlin renounces its 
claim to Ukrainian territory 
and adheres to the terms 
of any settlement. 

Despite steps to improve 
operational flexibility, 
movement toward 
strategic autonomy from 
the United States is likely 
to be limited. 

Momentum for increasing 
defense capacity could 
wane as some countries 
divert resources and 
political attention to other 
issues; defense spending 
is likely to remain high in 
northern and eastern 
Europe. 

Russian reactions The reactive nature of 
Russian policy implies 
future reversals are 
possible. 

Barring a regime change in 
Russia, the Kremlin would 
be unlikely to accept this 
state of affairs and would 
seek to regenerate its 
forces to reattack. 
Ukrainian victory would 
also entrench Russian 
hostility toward the West, 
assuming the United 
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Factor Area Affected Preliminary Finding 
Potential Effect on 

Finding 

States and its European 
allies continue to assist 
Ukraine. 

Ukrainian government 
accepts cessation of 
hostilities without territorial 
settlement 

European reactions Despite steps to improve 
operational flexibility, 
movement toward 
strategic autonomy from 
the United States is likely 
to be limited. 

Prolonged conflict could 
revive debates over 
sustaining aid indefinitely 
and lead fatigued 
European publics to press 
for attention to other 
economic and social 
issues, although the extent 
of change would vary 
among countries. 

Ukraine’s formal 
integration into the EU 
and NATO is unlikely in 
the near term. 

Additional costs and legal 
uncertainty regarding 
Ukrainian borders would 
likely prolong EU 
negotiations. 

 
The war’s ultimate outcome would be highly consequential for Ukrainians, for whom questions of 

the country’s regime type, political orientation, and territorial integrity have immense personal, 
economic, and political ramifications. Our analysis highlights that the way the war ends could also 
affect the conflict’s long-term regional and international consequences by shaping perceptions of 
future Russian ambitions and intent; the salience of European security concerns; and the potential 
costs, benefits, and feasibility of advancing Ukraine’s integration into Europe.  

However, the scale of these changes may vary across scenarios. We found that our findings were 
the least likely to shift in a scenario in which the Ukrainian government accepted a cessation of 
hostilities without a territorial settlement, an outcome that would not dramatically change the political 
orientation of either the Russian or Ukrainian governments. For example, such an event might over 
time slow the political momentum of changes in U.S. and European defense and industrial policy but 
is unlikely to cause a change in direction. Of the other, more extreme outcomes, a Russian victory that 
changes the regime in Kyiv appears more likely to be disruptive of trends than a Ukrainian success in 
evicting Russia from its territory. The former would likely intensify European interest in isolating 
Russia and increasing defense expenditures and efforts to oppose future Russian aggression, while the 
latter could have the opposite effect, depending on Russia’s reactions to such a setback. Either of these 
two more dramatic outcomes would likely also have wider-ranging effects on the international system 
because of the resulting shift in international expectations regarding attempts to conquer the territory 
of other states by force, a key norm of the international system.   
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Adjusting to Outside Events 
Events beyond the course of the fighting in Ukraine but closely related to it in political or 

diplomatic terms could also lead states to change their behavior in ways that would potentially alter 
the trends identified in Chapters 3 and 4. As noted in Chapter 1, we identified a set of factors 
representing distinct, plausible outside events that could affect these trends, focusing on the following 
four in particular:  

• India or multiple key Global South states shift their policies to clearly oppose Russia’s 
invasion of Ukraine. 

• Elections in key EU states, such as Germany, Poland, or France, empower far-left or far-right 
parties. 

• Ukraine receives greater U.S. security guarantees following the end of the war. 
• The United States withdraws from its alliance commitments in Europe. 
• Events within Russia destabilize the country. 

Table 5.3. Selected Potential Effects of Outside Events on Our Findings 

Factor Area Affected Preliminary Finding Potential Effect on Finding 

India or 
multiple key 
Global South 
states shift to 
clear 
opposition of 
Russia’s 
invasion 

Indian reactions 

India has prioritized 
maintaining close relations with 
Russia. 

An Indian decision to clearly oppose 
Russia’s invasion would likely indicate that 
New Delhi has made a more fundamental 
decision to deprioritize its relations with 
Moscow and instead seek other means of 
balancing against China. 

Extremist 
election 
victories in key 
EU states 

DIB Transatlantic reforms have 
been positive but modest. 

Far-right or far-left electoral victories could 
fracture the fragile consensus that has 
supported European DIB reform efforts to 
date and reduce investments and 
coordination. 

European 
reactions 

Despite steps to improve 
operational flexibility, 
movement toward strategic 
autonomy from the United 
States is likely to be limited. 

Although far-left parties likely would reduce 
defense spending and push for reduced 
EU-NATO cooperation, far-right victories 
may drive increased defense spending and 
continued national DIB expansion. 

 Ukraine’s formal integration 
through the EU and NATO is 
unlikely in the near term. 

Some far-left and far-right parties would 
press to reduce aid to Ukraine and oppose 
its membership in NATO or the EU. 

Ukraine 
receives 
additional U.S. 
security 
guarantees 

European 
reactions 

Despite steps to improve 
operational flexibility, 
movement toward strategic 
autonomy from the United 
States is likely to be limited. 

European reactions to visible U.S. 
commitment to regional security guarantee 
would represent an expansion in the U.S. 
security role and could help reduce 
European anxiety about U.S. commitment 
to the region. 
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Factor Area Affected Preliminary Finding Potential Effect on Finding 

following the 
end of the war 

Ukraine’s formal integration 
into the EU and NATO is 
unlikely in the near term. 

U.S. security guarantees would lower one 
obstacle on Ukraine’s path to EU 
membership but would not resolve other 
contentious issues likely to protract 
negotiations. 

 Russian 
reactions 

Western states’ responses to 
the war were the key factor in 
determining Russia’s strategic 
orientation. 

Russia’s reaction would vary depending on 
the nature and circumstances of such a 
guarantee. If Moscow received 
simultaneous assurances that the 
guarantee does not undermine its interests, 
it might continue its policies. By contrast, if 
guarantees are provided despite Russia’s 
objections, Russia might decide to directly 
attack the alliance. 

U.S. withdraws 
from European 
alliance 
commitments 

DIB DIB growth could create new 
coordination challenges. 

A U.S. withdrawal from its European 
alliances would shift Europe’s focus from 
coordinating complementary investments 
to a need to consider how to 
independently secure needed capabilities. 

 European 
reactions 

The European shift away from 
engagement with Russia is 
likely irreversible. 

Although some countries might attempt to 
reduce insecurity by accommodating 
Russian demands, frontline NATO 
members likely would accelerate 
rearmament to counter perception that U.S. 
disengagement presents a chance for 
Russia to settle old scores. 

 Despite steps to improve 
operational flexibility, 
movement toward strategic 
autonomy from the United 
States is likely to be limited. 

U.S. withdrawal would validate and 
intensify calls for Europe to exercise 
greater strategic autonomy, although 
countries’ differing responses would 
impede development of a new security 
architecture or the unity required to assert 
influence on the global stage. 

 The EU has sought a greater 
security role, but the 
substantial reforms required to 
direct collective military action 
are unlikely. 

Intra-EU disagreements over Russia policy 
likely would lead likeminded countries, 
such as the United Kingdom, Sweden, and 
Finland, to establish new multinational 
frameworks outside EU or NATO auspices. 

 Ukraine’s formal integration 
into the EU and NATO is 
unlikely in the near term. 

If Ukraine has withstood the Russian 
invasion, some EU members may push for 
rapid enlargement as a demonstration of 
resolve but would face resistance from 
other members arguing for Brussels to 
husband its resources. 

 Russian 
reactions 

The reactive nature of Russian 
policy implies future reversals 
are possible. 

U.S. withdrawal may not shift Russian policy 
toward Europe because it would not alter 
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Factor Area Affected Preliminary Finding Potential Effect on Finding 

the materiel factors that have driven its 
policies.  

Russian 
destabilization 

Chinese 
reactions 

CCP support for Russia is 
enduring. 

China’s support for Russia is likely to 
persist through and perhaps even intensify 
during periods of instability, but this may 
not be the case if the regime in Moscow 
changes substantially. 

  European 
reactions 
  

The European shift away from 
engagement with Russia is 
likely irreversible. 

The nature and extent of change would 
depend on the composition and political 
orientation of any new Russian government 
given EU policy that rapprochement 
requires evidence of fundamental changes 
to Russian policy. 

 Despite steps to improve 
operational flexibility, 
movement toward strategic 
autonomy from the United 
States is likely to be limited. 

The nature and extent of change likely 
depends on the composition and political 
orientation of any new government given 
EU policy that rapprochement requires 
evidence of fundamental changes to 
Russian policy. 

 
Table 5.3 summarizes our assessments of how factors related to outside events that could occur 

during or immediately after the conflict could affect our preliminary findings. The most disruptive 
event we assessed would be a potential U.S. withdrawal from or reduction in its alliance commitments 
in Europe, which could occur because of a U.S. decision to formally withdraw from NATO or 
through political signals and posture changes that indicated that the United States no longer intended 
to honor its Article V commitments to other alliance members. Beyond altering the specific findings 
we highlighted in our research related to the war in Ukraine, such an event would be a geopolitical 
earthquake, with strategic implications well beyond the scope of this study. It would also entirely 
undermine the findings we highlight in Chapter 6 of this volume regarding the potential for the 
United States to cement its relationship with Europe and more fully enlist its European allies in its 
efforts to ensure stability in other regions.  

The destabilization of Russia that could occur as the result of the immense strain that the war has 
placed on the country’s political and economic system could similarly have widespread implications 
beyond those noted. Its potential to do so would presumably depend heavily on the scale of that 
destabilization and whether this advances to the point of fundamentally undermining the ability of the 
state to provide order or altering the nature of the regime in Moscow. A highly unstable Russia in 
possession of a vast nuclear arsenal would become an immediate source of concern for all of its 
neighbors, as well as the United States, in ways not highlighted by our findings in Chapters 3 and 4 
given the relative stability of Russia to date. Changes in the nature of the Russian regime away from 
Putin-led authoritarianism would also have the potential to shift its relationships with other states. 
For example, either a more democratic or a more virulently nationalistic regime in Moscow could shift 
the calculations in China, Europe, and the United States regarding whether and how best to engage 
with Russia.  
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Conclusion 
The tables and discussion presented in this report provide a way to understand how potential 

future events over the remainder of the war or in its immediate aftermath could affect our findings. 
These factors therefore constitute indicators and warnings of potentially more dramatic changes that 
could still occur throughout the regional and international system as a result of this already highly 
consequential conflict. Potentially, the most consequential events would be the following:  

• Russia uses tactical nuclear weapons inside Ukraine.  
• China provides lethal military support to Russia.  
• A Russian-imposed regime change occurs in Ukraine.  
• Ukraine regains internationally recognized borders.  
• The United States withdraws from its European alliance commitments.  
• Russia is destabilized. 

Although the ways in which future events could alter our findings are important to assess, this 
examination of future factors that could alter our analysis suggests that many of the political, 
economic, and industrial trends observed since the war in Ukraine began may be relatively durable. 
Because the war has already lasted several years, international actors have had time to study the 
fighting and begin to adapt, to forge new coalitions, and to develop more coherent interpretations of 
the conflict and the policy adaptations that it has required. In some cases, what began as emergency, 
reactive policies—such as the initially disorganized international effort to resupply Ukraine in the 
weeks following Russia’s invasion—have been institutionalized and, in the process, entrenched in 
national and multinational organizations. In other cases, previously unexpected behaviors have been 
normalized or political attitudes have shifted. 

Although our assessments of these factors highlight several areas where our findings may be 
contingent on future events, many other findings discussed in Chapters 3 and 4 are not included in the 
tables or discussions in this chapter. Furthermore, many of the more impactful factors we identified, 
such as Russian nuclear use or the United States withdrawing from its European alliance 
commitments, would be major historical events, so their wide-ranging effects are perhaps to be 
expected. Other more-limited factors appear likely to have correspondingly more limited effects on 
our preliminary findings, suggesting that these findings may be comparatively durable. Our efforts to 
assess the potential contingency of our findings have therefore revealed important factors to watch and 
areas where rapid changes could still occur, but they have also helped to bound the remaining 
uncertainty that we face during the remainder of the war and should help enable policymakers to 
adapt and plan more vigorously for the war’s aftermath. Our recommendations for how best to do so 
are the focus of our concluding chapter.   
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Chapter 6 

Implications and Recommendations  

Russia’s invasion of Ukraine has contributed to evolutionary changes across the international 
system. It has not, to date, led to more revolutionary or fundamental shifts—although, as the previous 
chapter described, future events could still magnify the war’s effects. But in more-targeted areas, such 
as European security, the conflict is likely to prove to be a seminal event with important long-term 
ramifications. The rupture in Russian-European relations that resulted from the war appears likely to 
be durable, regardless of how the war ends. The war is likely to leave Russia in a weakened, more 
isolated position, while reinvigorating the transatlantic alliance with new members and a greater sense 
of common purpose. The costs of this conflict for Ukraine have been horrifying, but the costs for 
Russia’s strategic position, economy, and diplomatic influence are immense.  

From a U.S. perspective, the war has highlighted areas of previously underappreciated strengths 
and weaknesses, such as the residual strength of the U.S. alliance network and the limitations of its 
DIB. Going forward, U.S. policymakers will need to safeguard and build on the more favorable 
strategic situation created by the war while leveraging the opportunity to learn from and adapt to new 
opportunities and challenges that have been revealed and created by the fighting. This series of reports 
provides a first relatively comprehensive assessment of the likely implications of the war and the 
policies that decisionmakers should consider to adapt to it. This concluding chapter highlights cross-
cutting implications that may not have been sufficiently emphasized in the other analyses in this report 
series that were narrower in scope, as well as a fuller set of recommendations for U.S. policymakers 
with particular attention to those of interest to the DAF and USAFE.  

Cross-Cutting Implications 
The individual reports written within our research into the broader effects of Russia’s invasion of 

Ukraine and additional analyses in this report have highlighted numerous implications for particular 
areas of strategic or military affairs, as discussed in Chapters 3 and 4. To these, we add nine cross-
cutting implications related to the war’s more-systemic effects.  

A Clear Shift in Europe’s Strategic Orientation 
The primary geostrategic effect of Russia's invasion of Ukraine has been to weaken the 

relationships between Europe and Russia, and to a lesser extent Europe and China, while providing an 
opportunity to strengthen the relationship between the United States and its European allies. If these 
changes prove to be durable, they will delay indefinitely the Russian and Chinese goal of a multipolar 
world with reduced Western influence, as taken together the United States and Europe are projected 
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to retain a predominant share of global power for the foreseeable future.242 Beyond the blood and 
treasure this delay has expended, this would be the more enduring strategic cost for the Kremlin.  

Increased Russian and Chinese Incentives to Undermine the Transatlantic 
Alliance  

Neither Moscow nor Beijing appears to be satisfied with these geostrategic developments. Despite 
all that has transpired in Ukraine, Russia appears to remain open to resuming its prewar transactional 
relationship with Europe, as undesirable as this prospect is from a European perspective. Beijing, for 
its part, appears to have developed a stronger interest in diplomatic and information operations 
designed to weaken the transatlantic alliance, and Moscow has continued its efforts at election 
interference in Western states. But European decisions to seek durable alternatives to Russian energy 
imports, the foundation of the prewar relationship, will not be easily reversed. Compared with the 
gravity of fossil fuel imports and economic exchange, these subversive efforts are tools of the weak, 
with more limited chances for success and greater potential to backfire. Nonetheless, preparing for and 
reacting to both Russian and Chinese efforts at subversion will need to be an increasing area of focus 
for Western governments.   

Long-Term Risks of Closer Russian and Chinese Cooperation 
As suboptimal as greater geopolitical isolation may be for Russia and, to a lesser extent, China, the 

closer relationship between Moscow and Beijing also brings with it potential negative consequences for 
the United States. The prospects for greater Russo-Chinese cooperation to counter U.S. influence will 
need to be carefully assessed, both with respect to peacetime subversion efforts and potential wartime 
collaboration. These risks need not be overstated. China is unwilling to provide lethal assistance to 
Russia in a conflict against Ukraine, let alone in a conflict involving European NATO allies, and the 
two Eurasian powers retain substantial security concerns about one another. But the long-term 
trajectory of the relationship—and the potential for greater information-sharing and cooperation—all 
bear watching.  

The Potential for Closer U.S.-European Alignment to Help Deter Conflict in 
Asia 

On the other hand, the strengthened U.S. bond with its European allies, combined with the 
renewed European appreciation of the need to invest in defense capabilities, may bring other benefits 
for wider U.S. goals if it can be sustained. Most directly, improvements in European defense 
capabilities—should they be realized and targeted effectively—may enable the United States to 
redirect resources previously required in Europe to the Indo-Pacific. However, given the very different 

 
242 Although power is gradually diffusing to a wider set of states, for the foreseeable future the preponderance of global power will 
continue to reside with a handful of core powers, with the United States and its allies retaining a dominant position, if they 
remain closely aligned. See Michael J. Mazarr, Bryan Frederick, and Yvonne K. Crane, Understanding a New Era of Strategic 
Competition, RAND Corporation, RR-A290-4, 2022. 
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geographies of the two theaters and the fact that most European defense investments have not been in 
the critical low-density, high-demand capabilities for which NATO relies most heavily on the United 
States, the actual U.S. military resources that can be shifted to the Indo-Pacific should these trends 
continue may be limited.  

More promising is that the U.S.-European alignment on Ukraine could lead to greater 
cooperation on other strategic questions, including the risks of aggression by China and support for 
U.S. allies and partners in the Indo-Pacific. The record of such increased alignment to date remains 
limited, but geopolitical changes wrought by Russia’s invasion of Ukraine have opened greater 
possibilities for it to increase in the years to come. Renewed European attention to the transatlantic 
alliance, in conjunction with evidence of China’s unwillingness to condemn Russia’s war in Ukraine, 
may make European capitals more receptive to cooperation with the United States on regional issues. 
Similarly, the war has increased European cooperation with U.S. allies like South Korea, Japan, and 
Australia. Even if European military contributions to a war in the Indo-Pacific would be relatively 
limited, clear and credible signals of European commitment to use economic and diplomatic tools to 
punish and isolate states that commit aggression in that region may still shift adversary calculations 
about the risks and benefits of such attacks.   

The Gap Between the West and the Global South 
Russia’s invasion of Ukraine has helped to clarify the attitudes and influence of states beyond the 

traditional centers of global power. The so-called Global South (and its largest power India, in 
particular) has reacted ambivalently to Russia’s invasion. Although most states in the Global South 
voted at the UN to condemn Russia’s aggression, they have mostly been unwilling to bear any 
substantial costs to punish Moscow. Their hesitance has not prevented the United States and its allies 
from imposing substantial economic costs on Moscow.243 But states’ willingness to continue to provide 
economic outlets for Russia has likely helped to blunt the full force of Western-led sanctions.  

The speed of the shift in global power away from the United States and its allies and toward other 
states can easily be overstated. As noted previously, the United States and Europe together are likely 
to retain a strong position in global politics for years to come. But a gradual shift is underway because 
of regional differences in economic and population growth rates. The war in Ukraine highlights that it 
is uncertain whether defining aspects of the international order, including norms against territorial 
conquest that have undergirded the relative international stability since 1945, would survive a 
transition to an international system in which the United States and its traditional allies no longer 
exercise predominant influence.  

The Importance of the Response to Russia’s Challenge to the International 
Order 

Even in the present day, the war in Ukraine could potentially become a tipping point in the 
evolution of the international normative system. Both Russia’s initial decision to invade Ukraine and 

 
243 Howard J. Shatz and Clint Reach, The Cost of the Ukraine War for Russia, RAND Corporation, RR-A2421-1, 2023. 
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the brutality of its prosecution of the war are testing the international community’s willingness to 
defend existing rules of behavior. Whether Putin is perceived as having succeeded in his challenge to 
these rules or punished effectively for his transgressions may have far-reaching implications for the 
strength and durability of these norms in the future.  

The Uncertain Value of Economic Punishment Tools 
At the same time, the war is driving the development of new norms regarding the use of economic 

tools to govern belligerents’ behavior. Although Western states have turned to established tools, such 
as economic sanctions, to punish Russia for its invasion of Ukraine, they have also experimented with 
new levers to reduce Russia’s access to capital and to isolate the country from the international 
economy. This experimentation is likely to continue through the remainder of the conflict—and 
increase expectations for the use of such tools in future conflicts. However, their future utility against 
powerful adversaries remains uncertain. Russia has adapted to better insulate its economy and 
circumvent restrictions. China, which already has sought to insulate its economy from external 
pressures, is likely also learning from Russia’s experience and the international backlash, and China 
may improve its own countermeasures.   

The Necessity to Prepare for Protracted Conflict 
As the first large-scale interstate war of the information age, the Russia-Ukraine War has served 

as a demonstration and a reminder of adaptations that the United States will need to undertake to 
prepare for potential future large-scale conflicts. U.S. adversaries have observed the United States’ 
challenges in sustaining support for Ukraine and, as our analysis of China’s lessons from the war has 
noted, may now have new doubts about the United States’ ability and willingness to wage a large, 
protracted interstate conflict. If adversaries perceive that their industrial and political systems are 
better suited for a protracted conflict than those of the United States and that their interests can still 
be achieved at acceptable cost through a protracted conflict, the result may be a weakening of U.S. 
extended deterrence. To avoid misperceptions about U.S. ability to prevail in such a scenario, these 
shortcomings should be urgently and publicly addressed.  

Applying Lessons from the War in Ukraine Across U.S. Defense 
Commitments 

The war in Ukraine has also served as a demonstration of and test site for innovations in 
operational concepts and emerging technologies that had not previously been applied to large-scale 
interstate warfare. The United States is actively engaged in efforts to learn from operations in Ukraine 
and apply these lessons to the Indo-Pacific and may be doing so more energetically and flexibly than 
its competitors. However, there appears to be less focus on understanding how these lessons could or 
should reshape the U.S. approach to defending allies in other theaters where operational challenges 
are less acute—in particular (ironically), in Europe. Given the strains that its global commitments are 
likely to impose on U.S. military and economic resources in the years to come, the search for more 
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cost-effective, asymmetrically advantageous means of deterring adversary aggression will need to be 
equally robust across theaters.     

Recommendations 
The reports in this series identify more than 40 specific recommendations for different 

stakeholders, including for the DAF, USAFE, DoD, and the U.S. government more broadly. In Table 
6.1, we highlight the most far-reaching of these recommendations, which primarily fall into the 
following three main categories:  

• preparing the U.S. and allied DIBs for protracted conflict 
• sustaining allied cohesion and ensuring U.S. and European initiatives are aligned 
• increasing investments in priority capabilities, such as more affordable extended-range 

munitions and counter-UAS systems. 

The recommendations for enhancing the DIB are particularly notable because they stem not only 
from our research into the DIB, specifically, but also from our work on warfighting implications and 
Chinese and European reactions to the Russia-Ukraine War. Although not themselves cross-cutting, 
our recommendations to enhance the DIB clearly have broader implications across different areas of 
focus.  
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Table 6.1. Highlighted Recommendations from Other Reports in this Series 

Recommendation 
for… Recommendation Report 

U.S. government • Sustain and focus DIB investments to build capacity for priority munitions, systems needed for protracted conflict Warfighting 

• Continue to authorize multiyear procurement contracts for critical systems 
• Avoid using stop-work orders during government shutdowns 
• Fund expansion of DIB capacity 

DIB 

• Maintain current policy pursuing expanded diplomatic exchange, confidence-building measures with China China’s 
reactions 

DoD • Prioritize the development and integration of high-volume, kinetic counter-UAS capabilities Warfighting 

• Accelerate large-scale investments in and integration of one-way attack UASs and uncrewed surface vehicles 
• Identify priority munitions, systems for scaled-up, rapid production in the event of a protracted conflict 

DIB 

• Develop integrated operational concepts for protracted conflict 
• Sustain and focus DIB investments to build capacity for priority munitions, systems needed for protracted conflict 

China’s 
reactions 

• Identify areas where European producers may be best suited to address U.S. capability and stockpile gaps 
• Continue to encourage the development of institutional economic and industrial relationships between U.S. allies in 

Europe and the Pacific and cooperation through non-NATO frameworks 

European 
reactions 

DAF, U.S. Air 
Force, USAFE 

• Invest in the development of affordable extended-range munitions 
• Continue development of proliferated satellite constellations and hybrid space architectures 

Warfighting 

• Stack munitions requirements by conflict phase DIB 

• Prepare to operate from degraded environments for longer periods  China’s 
reactions 

• Assess and communicate to European allies potential munitions, maintenance, and spare parts requirements that 
might differ from demand signals created by the Russia-Ukraine War 

European 
reactions 

NOTE: Warfighting refers to Hvizda et al., 2025. DIB refers to Laufer et al., 2025. China’s reactions refers to Wang et al., 2025. European 
reactions refers to Evans et al., 2025. 
  



75 

Our individual volumes were not designed to identify cross-cutting recommendations, the need for 
which only becomes clear when considering the report series as a whole. In the concluding section, we 
highlight additional recommendations that go beyond those in the individual reports and stem from 
the cross-cutting implications summarized above.   

For the U.S. Government 
• Increase collaboration, information disclosure, and planning with European allies for U.S. 

global concerns: The United States should seize the opportunity presented by Russia’s 
invasion of Ukraine to build closer, more-durable relationships with European allies. 
Although greater coordination on defense investments may be an important part of an 
improved relationship, as discussed in the following paragraphs, establishing that the United 
States intends to reliably and consistently consult closely with its European allies and EU 
leaders across a variety of global strategic issues may also help cement and expand the 
expectations and habits of close partnership at the highest levels of government.  

• Provide greater interagency attention to and resources for protecting U.S. and allied 
political systems from adversary information operations: The flipside to the potential for 
increased and more impactful U.S. and allied cooperation is a greater adversary incentive to 
disrupt that cooperation. As discussed in Chapter 4, China likely perceives strong incentives to 
use information operations to reduce allied cohesion. The United States should expect the 
breadth and frequency of those attacks to increase, requiring greater attention and resources to 
combat them until such a time as the political systems of the United States and its allies 
demonstrate that they are not susceptible to outside destabilization efforts.  

• Continue to communicate to a wide range of international partners the importance for 
global stability of not rewarding Russia’s attempted conquest of Ukraine: There remains 
broad international discomfort with Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, even as the steps that should 
be taken to actively punish Russia remain much more contentious. However, even limited 
actions, such as a refusal to recognize Russian annexations of Ukrainian territory or a refusal 
to host Putin while he is the subject of an ICC arrest warrant can be helpful for sustaining 
international perceptions that Russia’s actions are unacceptable to most of the international 
community and would be costly or risky actions to emulate. These more-limited diplomatic 
requests should remain on the agenda for engagements with states throughout the world 
indefinitely to emphasize the seriousness with which the United States treats Russia’s 
violations of core aspects of the international order.  

• Consider adversary efforts to mitigate the effectiveness of U.S. and allied economic 
coercion tools: The United States and its allies threw the proverbial economic kitchen sink at 
Moscow in response to Russia’s invasion of Ukraine. This has imposed costs on Russia, but 
Russia and its partners have also adjusted over time in their efforts to blunt these impacts. In 
part because of these adversary adaptations, the overall effectiveness of these tools in 
modifying Russian behavior remains unclear. Moreover, China is doubtlessly closely studying 
the measures imposed on Russia for its own vulnerability in a potential future conflict with the 
United States. As the United States continues to explore further economic levers to help 
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coerce Russia into ceasing its invasion of Ukraine, Washington should weigh the use of these 
measures in the current conflict against the risk that adversaries may gain confidence in their 
ability to adapt to them after observing how they function over an extended period of time and 
seek to identify alternatives or modifications to these tools that may be more effective in the 
face of adversary efforts to mitigate them.  

For DoD 
• Update U.S. and NATO plans for the deterrence of Russia to more fully incorporate 

lessons learned from the fighting in Ukraine: The U.S. military has been energetically 
seeking to apply insights from the fighting in Ukraine to the Indo-Pacific, such as the 
increased role and capabilities of UASs. New capabilities are being developed, and new 
operational concepts are being explored. NATO’s establishment of the Joint Analysis Lessons 
Learned Centre-Ukraine Initiative in August 2024 marks an important step toward 
identifying and implementing similar adaptions, but it is unclear whether there is a process to 
incorporate these insights into NATO’s posture, planning, and capabilities development in a 
timely manner.244 DoD would likely benefit from a much more robust effort to identify 
asymmetric and efficient means of deterring Russian aggression, leveraging new technologies 
and battlefield dynamics and to push for these to be incorporated into NATO defense plans.   

• Assess the effects of increasing reliance on UASs on adversary perceptions of U.S. 
commitment to the defense of NATO allies: Greater employment of UASs and other 
uncrewed systems may help enhance the U.S. ability to defeat adversary aggression in Europe. 
Although such systems may provide clear battlefield advantages, their effect on deterrence may 
be more complex. On the one hand, if adversaries perceive that UASs and related systems 
demonstrate a greater capability to defeat aggression against NATO allies when employed, 
this would help enhance deterrence. On the other hand, however, adversaries may assess that 
forward-deployed UASs are a less costly, more easily replaceable asset that may not signal as 
strong a U.S. commitment and willingness to fight to defend NATO territory as U.S. 
personnel or crewed systems. Indeed, substituting forward-deployed ground forces for long-
range fires could have similar effects. Ensuring that adversary aggression against a NATO ally 
will inevitably result in U.S. military casualties has long been thought to be a critical trigger for 
guaranteeing a wider U.S. military response because of the political costs for U.S. leaders that 
such casualties would produce. If adversaries come to believe that increasing UAS 
deployments are being undertaken because of a U.S. unwillingness to take casualties in defense 
of NATO allies, it could lead adversaries to miscalculate that, for example, a first strike to 
destroy U.S. UAS assets may not necessarily trigger a wider war. DoD should carefully assess 
likely adversary perceptions of greater UAS deployments—particularly if these are 
accompanied by reductions in forward-deployed U.S. personnel—and evaluate whether there 

 
244 NATO, “The JALLC-UKR Initiative—Supporting NATO’s and the Ukrainian Armed Forces’ Lessons Learned Efforts,” 
August 9, 2024e.  
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may be trade-offs for deterrence as part of its efforts to enhance the defense of its European 
allies.  

• Focus DIB investments on preparing for likely long-term U.S. needs: The United States 
and its European allies are at risk of over-learning from the war in Ukraine. For the reasons 
outlined in the warfighting volume, such a war might look different for reasons that are 
particularly important for USAFE.245 But U.S. and European efforts to build capacity are 
prioritizing efforts to build production lines for the current fight to supply Ukraine and 
backfill inventories in kind. The capabilities and munitions required for a conflict involving 
NATO may be quite different, and production lines may or may not be easily adaptable to 
service these different needs. Although the United States and its allies will need to continue to 
provide needed munitions to Ukraine in the current conflict, long-term planning should 
remain focused on long-term U.S. and allied requirements for their own forces.  

• Continue to cooperate with the EU and NATO on regional and security issues beyond 
Russia that preoccupy southern members: Although the war in Ukraine has galvanized a 
new unity among European countries, historical disagreements among European countries 
regarding whether and how much to prioritize relations with Russia over other security and 
such stability concerns as migration and terrorism remain. These regional fissures present an 
opportunity for Russia and China to exploit in their attempt to undermine European unity 
and slow or prevent EU or NATO actions to support Ukraine or U.S. policy priorities. The 
United States can help preserve European cohesion by continuing to work with both EU and 
NATO institutions to address other drivers of regional instability and to communicate how 
investments in collective defense can improve Europe’s capability to respond to a variety of 
security and stability challenges.  

• Evaluate the potential for Russia-China information-sharing to assist PLA capability 
development or future concepts of operations: Despite Russian challenges in adapting to 
conditions in Ukraine, the war has provided valuable information regarding the performance 
of U.S.- and other allied-origin equipment, as well as lessons regarding the effective use of new 
and emerging technologies, equipment, and operational concepts. As the House of 
Representatives’ select committee on China noted in a July 2024 letter, Russia has gained 
insight into potential electronic warfare countermeasures to U.S. precision munitions that 
could be relevant to future operations.246 DoD should direct the services to examine potential 
lessons Russia may have derived from the battlefield experience, evaluate the potential 
implications for U.S. courses of action, and identify indicators to monitor potential PLA 
efforts to incorporate or adapt to these insights. 

 
245 Hvizda et al., 2025. 
246 Michael Martina, “Exclusive: White House Should Disclose Whether Russia Sharing US Weapons Insight with China, Says 
Congress,” Reuters, July 15, 2024. 
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For the DAF and USAFE 
• Examine opportunities to leverage actual and proposed European DIB and infrastructure 

improvements to support U.S. distributed air operations: Since 2022, the EU and key U.S. 
allies have launched new initiatives to strengthen critical infrastructure resilience; improve 
military mobility; and increase production capacity, capability, and timeliness. EU-led joint 
development and procurement efforts also offer an opportunity to promote the compatibility 
of the next generation of European equipment. The DAF and USAFE should assess whether 
and where European enhancements could help resolve logistical barriers to operationalizing 
concepts for distributed air operations, including prepositioning supplies, availability of 
runways, and hardening relevant critical infrastructure. DoD should communicate U.S. 
priorities in European forums, and USAFE should work with partners to incorporate these 
considerations in security cooperation activities and access, basing, and overflight agreements. 

• Convene a working group of European and East Asian allied air forces to share lessons 
learned from the war in Ukraine and foster cross-regional information-sharing and 
cooperation: The war in Ukraine has catalyzed new forms of cooperation between European 
and East Asian allies, including both coordination of defense assistance to Ukraine and 
increased European interest in procuring arms and equipment from East Asian defense firms. 
To foster broader cooperation and highlight areas of common interest, the United States 
should establish a regular schedule of working-level engagements to identify and share tactical 
and operational lessons from the conflict and insights from national adaptations and 
innovations.  

• Collaborate with Ukrainian and allied air forces to incorporate insights from the Russia-
Ukraine War into national, bilateral, and NATO exercises and training: Despite the 
relatively limited role of the Ukrainian air force in the fighting to date, the conflict has 
illustrated general changes in the joint operating environment that are relevant to future U.S. 
and allied air operations. For example, Ukrainian forces’ experience operating in a contested 
electronic spectrum environment can inform the development of more realistic electronic 
warfare training environments. Likewise, Ukrainian armed forces’ experience employing 
hybrid space architectures can help inform the development of U.S. and NATO tactics, 
techniques, and procedures and improve the readiness of non-spacefaring allies to incorporate 
space capabilities into their operations.  

• Assess the potential for Chinese information-sharing to augment Russian capabilities in a 
crisis or conflict with NATO: Whether and how China’s leadership might choose to support 
Russian operations in a militarized crisis or war with NATO is uncertain and worthy of 
additional analysis. However, China’s global information capabilities and demonstrated 
interest in conducting information operations in Europe suggests that it may seek to leverage 
these advantages to assist Russia. USAFE should assess whether and how Chinese capabilities 
could augment Russian targeting, introduce new foreign protection considerations, or require 
changes in U.S. and allied countermeasures. 

• Adjust strategic messaging regarding U.S. posture, exercises, and activities in Europe to 
account for Chinese counter-messaging: China has sought to spread misinformation 
regarding U.S. force movements, activities, and intent in other theaters and is likely to expand 
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this playbook to reduce host nation support for U.S. and bilateral operations, activities, and 
investments in Europe going forward. USAFE should direct efforts to identify and track 
potential Chinese counter-messaging and tailor its messaging accordingly.  
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Abbreviations  

ASAT anti-satellite 
CCP Chinese Communist Party 
DAF Department of the Air Force 
DIB defense industrial base 
DoD U.S. Department of Defense 
EU European Union 
FY fiscal year 
GDP gross domestic product 
HIMARS High-Mobility Artillery Rocket System 
ICC International Criminal Court 
LEO low-earth orbit 
NATO North Atlantic Treaty Organization 
OWA one-way attack 
PLA People’s Liberation Army 
UAS uncrewed aerial systems 
UN United Nations 
USAFE U.S. Air Forces in Europe 
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