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abstract

Russia’s invasion of Ukraine has raised several significant questions regarding the impact of deter-
rence, the European balance of power and the ability of current security frameworks to restrict the 
actions of nuclear-armed revisionist powers. This paper uses an integrated theoretical framework 
consisting of deterrence theory, the balance of power theory, the security dilemma and neorealism 
to analyze the dynamic relationships between Russia, Ukraine and the Western alliance. The pri-
mary contribution of the paper is to develop a comprehensive analytical framework to evaluate 
the relationship between different aspects of deterrence (i.e., to prevent an initial attack, to limit 
further escalation and to preclude the use of nuclear weapons) and the relative performance of each 
within the context of nuclear asymmetrical. The paper employs qualitative analysis of secondary 
literature, policy documents and empirical developments since 2014 to evaluate the extent to which 
Western military, economic and informational strategies to deter Russia have been successful, and 
Russia’s corresponding adaptations including nuclear signaling and hybrid escalation. The paper 
demonstrates that while deterrence was ineffective in stopping Russia’s initial attack on Ukraine, 
it has been somewhat effective in restricting further escalation, preserving NATO’s territorial in-
tegrity and in preventing the use of nuclear weapons. However, the paper also demonstrates that 
the conflict highlights the inherent structural limitations of deterrence and the balance of power 
approach when used to protect non-member states from nuclear coercion. Overall, the Ukraine con-
flict provides clear evidence of the ongoing relevance and the growing constraints of classical realist 
frameworks in the face of increasingly complex and dangerous forms of conflict. Furthermore, the 
paper identifies the need for new approaches to deterrence and defense planning that consider the 
increasing complexity of the international security environment.
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1. Introduction

The war in Ukraine is much more than a conflict between two neighboring countries. The war in 
Ukraine is a proving ground for some of the most enduring issues in International Relations: How 
do states deter aggression, especially from nuclear-armed adversaries? Can the balance of power be 
maintained when one side is committed to revising the status quo through force? How do the securi-
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ty dilemmas facing each side as they attempt to improve their respective security create the potential 
for an escalating war? Most broadly, do the classical theories that have guided our understanding of 
world politics continue to explain the behavior of states in an era of hybrid warfare, nuclear black-
mail and information operations?

When Russian Tanks entered Ukraine in February 2022, it was not the first time that Moscow had 
challenged the post-Cold War Order. Russia’s annexation of Crimea in 2014 and the proxy war in 
eastern Ukraine served as early warning signs that the assumptions underlying the stability of Euro-
pean Security, the inviolability of borders and the deterrent capabilities of the West were far weaker 
than many had assumed (Mearsheimer, 2014). The large-scale invasion of Ukraine by a permanent 
member of the UN Security Council and the owner of the world’s largest nuclear arsenal destroyed 
any remaining illusions. Since 2022, the war in Ukraine has been a test of deterrence, the cohesion of 
the Western Alliance and the ability of international organizations to manage great power conflict 
in the nuclear age.

The article examines three related research questions. First, why did deterrence fail to stop Rus-
sia’s conventional aggression against Ukraine, but generally succeeded in preventing attacks against 
NATO member states? Second, how has nuclear asymmetry affected the dynamic of escalation, 
the behavior of the Western Alliance and the limits of Western intervention? Third, what does the 
Ukraine war tell us about the current relevance and limitations of deterrence theory, the balance of 
power logic, the security dilemma, and neorealism?

The overall goal of this article is to offer a theoretically grounded and empirically informed eval-
uation of the effectiveness of deterrence during the Ukraine conflict and to derive wider conclusions 
regarding the state of European and Global Security in the emerging era of great power rivalry.

The article is organized as follows. First, it develops a theoretical base, providing a review of the 
four dominant theories that help us understand the conflict: Deterrence Theory, Balance of Power 
Theory, the Security Dilemma and Neorealism. Second, the Ukraine war is situated in historical 
and strategic terms, examining the interrelation of conventional and nuclear forces, alliance politics 
and the risk of escalation. Third, the core of the paper evaluates the success of Western deterrence 
policies toward Russia employing a variety of military, political and informational tools. Fourth, the 
paper derives a set of implications for the development of European and Global Security and offers 
recommendations for improving deterrence and crisis management in the years ahead.

The Ukraine conflict has provided a live laboratory for testing several of the most important theo-
ries in international relations. Four theories are especially relevant here: Deterrence Theory, Balance 
of Power Theory, the Security Dilemma, and Neorealism. Each provides a distinct perspective on 
how states act in a period of acute insecurity, and together they illustrate the strengths and weak-
nesses of the four approaches.

2. Methodology

This study is based upon a qualitative, conceptual-analytical methodology. As such, it is based 
on a systematic analysis of secondary sources, including peer-reviewed articles from the academic 
literature, policy studies, public declarations from governments and open-source empirical accounts 
of the Ukraine conflict from 2014 to 2024. The selection of sources was made to include a broad 
cross-section of theoretical perspectives and policy views, with special emphasis placed on scholarly 
work focused on deterrence, nuclear signaling, alliance politics and the escalation process.

The article does not intend to contribute original quantitative data nor causal models. Instead, 
its value lies in theoretical synthesis and interpretive analysis using empirical developments to il-
lustrate how classical international relations theories function in the contemporary context of nucle-
ar-armed conflict.
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Deterrence Theory

At its simplest, deterrence seeks to influence the decision-making of an adversary by creating the 
threat of unacceptable consequences should an adverse action be taken (Schelling, 1966; Freedman, 
2004). In the traditional view of deterrence, credible (the adversary believes that the threats will 
be followed through), capable (the means exist to punish or deny objectives) and communicative 
(the adversary understands what is being threatened and why) are required. During the Cold War, 
nuclear deterrence was anchored by the mutually assured destruction concept to maintain peace 
despite extensive proxy wars on the fringes of the system (Jervis, 1979).

However, the Ukraine conflict presents a variation on this traditional view of deterrence. Unlike 
NATO members, Ukraine enjoys neither the protection of explicit security assurances, nor an in-
dependent nuclear deterrent. To date, Western deterrence of Russian escalatory actions has relied 
primarily on the threat of economic sanctions, military supplies, and diplomatic isolation rather 
than the threat of direct military intervention. Moreover, Russia has used nuclear signaling to deter 
greater Western engagement, thereby increasing the stakes and diminishing the options available to 
the West (Acton, 2022). The issue is whether “punishment-based” or “denial-based” deterrence can 
be successful against an adversary willing to incur considerable costs, while simultaneously threat-
ening to employ nuclear weapons.

Balance of Power Theory

The idea that stability arises from an approximate equality of power among states is as ancient 
as the field of International Relations (Morgenthau, 1948; Waltz, 1979). The balance of power model 
assumes that no state is permitted to grow strong enough to dominate the system; alliances emerge 
and shift to counter the rise of a particular threat. The post-Cold War unipolar moment (the tem-
porary predominance of the United States) has given way to renewed multipolarity and regional 
imbalance as Russia rebuilds its military capability and pursues to revise the European order (Paul, 
Wirtz, & Fortmann, 2004).

Ukraine is positioned at the cusp of this evolving balance. Ukrainian aspirations to associate with 
the West have repeatedly prompted Russian attempts to establish a sphere of influence in its “near 
abroad.” Western responses in the form of sanctions, military assistance, and limited forward de-
ployments in Eastern Europe constitute an effort to reestablish a balance of power against Russian 
revisionism. However, the success of these measures depends on the nuclear dimension: Can a re-
gional balance of power be established without provoking catastrophic escalation?

Security Dilemma Theory

The security dilemma describes the tragic logic of how the measures that one state takes to increase 
its own security (for example, military build-up, formation of alliances) are seen as a threat by an-
other, leading to countermeasures that ultimately decrease the security of all parties involved (Herz, 
1950; Jervis, 1978). In the case of Ukraine, Russia has long considered NATO expansion and Western 
support as existential threats, thus legitimizing its actions as defensive. Conversely, Ukraine and the 
West see Russian aggression as unprovoked revisionism that necessitates robust counteraction.

The Ukraine war illustrates the standard security dilemma dynamics: Each party’s moves to de-
ter or defeat the other serve to heighten mutual distrust and destabilization. The additional layer of 
fear created by nuclear signaling serves to exacerbate these fears, as both sides seek to stay below 
the threshold of nuclear escalation that would render control over the course of the war impossible.

Neorealism

Neorealism (or structural realism) exists at the next level of abstraction, assuming a structural 
theory of human conflict whose roots lie not in individual actors but in the anarchy of the interna-
tional system itself (Waltz, 1979). States are rational actors that seek to maximize their security; the 
distribution of capabilities (especially military and nuclear capability) shapes the likelihood of war 
or peace between actors. Rather than rooting conflict in human nature or the ambition of leaders 
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(classical realism), neorealism highlights the constraining influence of systems and the inexorable 
logic of competition between states.

For the neorealist theorist, the Ukraine conflict is a product of power transition and the failure of 
deterrence at the outer edges of the system. Workers of the iron hand of the North, Russians are ex-
pending themselves trying to reclaim and restore their sphere of influence while simultaneously at-
tempting to check NATO encroachment. The Western response derives from alliance commitments, 
interest in avoiding direct confrontation with a nuclear peer and the need to preserve credibility in 
the eyes of other potential challengers (China).

Each lens tells us about a different aspect of the Ukraine conflict. Deterrence theory teaches us 
how much of Western restraint, and indeed much of Russia’s nuclear coercion, depend on questions 
of credibility, signaling, and control of escalation. Balance of power theory identifies Ukraine as part 
of a shifting continental equilibrium, a system transitioning from imbalance regionally to counter-
weighting alliances. The security dilemma identifies the way that reciprocal threat perceptions lead 
to increased risk of escalation even as actors profess themselves interested only in self-defense. Ne-
orealism teaches us why this conflict erupted at the very margins of the international system, where 
security guarantees were weakest and power transitions most marked. Together, these analyses 
provide for a high-level overview of the factors necessary to assess the effectiveness of deterrence 
across several degrees of escalation in the Ukraine war.

The Ukraine war has generated a vast literature of international relations theory, military strate-
gy, regional studies, and security policy. Scholars have weighed in on its causes and course and its 
implications for the balance of power, deterrence, and the future of nuclear stability in Europe. We 
will now situate our analysis in the context of that scholarship. Most accounts of the Ukraine crisis 
have begun with the post-Cold War enlargement of NATO and the European Union. Proponents in 
the West argued it was a matter of giving the Central and Eastern European states the opportunity to 
join the liberal international order (Asmus, 2002). Critics particularly in the realist tradition contend 
that NATO enlargement threatened Russia’s vital interests and made conflict over Ukraine virtually 
unavoidable (Mearsheimer, 2014; Sarotte, 2021). The 2008 Bucharest Summit where Ukraine and 
Georgia were declared to be eventual NATO members marks an inflection point in Moscow’s per-
ception of its threats. The color revolutions of the 2000s of Ukraine’s 2004 Orange Revolution and 
then the 2014 Euromaidan protests share some blame for further rousing Russian ire. Revolution 
in the 2000s to Russia was a Western-conceived effort to erode its influence and engender regime 
change, not the democratic cries for self-determination that Westerners ascribed attempted to the 
uprisings (Wilson, 2014). Annexation of Crimea and the war in Donbas represented a definitive 
break with the post-Cold War order and bequeathed a new era of open confrontation between Rus-
sia and the West (Gessen, 2017; Menon & Rumer, 2015).

Evolution of geostrategic status of Ukraine

The geostrategic significance of Ukraine cannot be overstated. It is at the juncture of Europe and 
Eurasia, long a buffer zone and prize in great power rivalry (Brzezinski, 1997). In Russian eyes, 
control or sway over Ukraine integral to national security, access to economy and defense of ethnic 
Russians and Russian speakers abroad (Hill & Gaddy, 2015). For the West, helping to secure Ukraine 
is both a question of principle and preventing the formation of a Russian sphere of influence threat-
ening NATO’s eastern flank.

Before 2014, Ukraine had walked a diplomatic tightrope getting close to both the European Union 
and Russia while remaining outside of formal alliances. The 2014 revolution and Russian interven-
tion shattered this ambiguity of direction in Ukraine’s foreign policy. Since, Ukraine has oriented 
decidedly Westwards, seeking security guarantees, economic integration and military aid. This re-
orientation has made Ukraine the fulcrum of East-West power competition and a testing ground for 
deterrence beyond the NATO umbrella. Balance of power in Europe: From unipolarity to multipo-
larity

The end of the Cold War ushered in a period of dominance that has been referred to in com-
mentary as a form of “unipolar moment” (Krauthammer, 1990/91). The United States and its allies 
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enjoyed a massive military, economic and technological lead. Russia got eviscerated with economic 
crisis and political turmoil and ironically was in no situation to challenge this new order. Under 
Vladimir Putin, Russia regained strength, however, and sought a more assertive role, modernizing 
its military and using energy and hybrid warfare to gain influence and gratify its interests (Giles, 
2016).

By the 2010’s the multipolarity in the European security situation was beginning to take root and 
Russia positioning itself as a counterweight back to NATO and the EU. This war in Ukraine has sped 
that trend and revealed both the strengths and vulnerabilities of the Western alliance. Unity has been 
shown, but divisions over strategy, burden-sharing and risk tolerance remain (Deni, 2022).

Deterrence in practice: western strategies and Russian responses

The underlying theory of deterrence put much focus on credible threats and the manipulation of 
risk to inhibit action (Schelling, 1966; Freedman, 2004). In the Ukraine conflict, we see deterrence in 
used in multiple ways: (1) deterrence by denial and the attempts to fortify the Ukrainian defenses 
through military aid, training and intelligence sharing and, in a way, making Russian victory more 
costly and less possible to actually secure. (2) deterrence by punishment composed of threats and en-
forcement of harsh economic sanctions, diplomatic isolation, and the possibility of long-term prob-
lems of attrition warfare. (3) nuclear deterrence like explicit and implicit messages that escalation 
to NATO territory could incur a nuclear retaliation while Russia on its part argues that threat to its 
existence might open up its own use of nuclear weapons. While some analysts argue that Western 
deterrence has failed to stop an invasion thanks to lack of clarity, unity and credible commitment 
(Charap & Priebe, 2019), others state that in any case since 2022, the West has stepped up support and 
Ukraine was able to stop and actually roll back some Russian advances, suggesting partial deterrent 
success (Kofman & Lee, 2022). Still, Russia’s nuclear weapons constrain the scope of Western inter-
vention, with different messaging of Russia’s nuclear status consisting of public exercises, changes 
in alert status, and rhetorical threats aimed at deterring both conventional escalation and actions 
threatening its regime. NATO has avoided direct military entanglement by declining requests of a 
no-fly zone and calibrating weapons deliveries to minimize escalation risks (Sauer & Revera, 2023).

The security dilemma and escalation

The dialectic of deterrence and security dilemma is apparent in the Ukraine case as Russia’s 
efforts to secure its periphery and prevent NATO from expanding further are seen by the West as 
aggressive and destabilizing, while in turn Western military aid and troop deployments are viewed 
by Moscow as an existential threat and justification for further escalation. Scholars like Jervis (1978) 
and Glaser (1997) have pointed out the dangers of misperception and unintended escalation in these 
contexts. The war in Ukraine has featured multiple instances of signaling, counter-signaling and 
brinkmanship that raised fears of inadvertent or strategic escalation to nuclear levels (Acton, 2022). 
Both sides have attempted to mitigate the potential for such an escalation through backchannel com-
munication, deconfliction lines and carefully calibrated public communication, but the margin for 
error has not been very broad.

Neorealism and Structure of Competition

To the neorealist, the Ukraine conflict reflects the workings of systemic declines in power and 
the failure of deterrence at the peripheries of the international system (Waltz, 1979; Mearsheimer, 
2001). With perceptions of the decline of strategic depth and proximity to threatening rival coalitions 
rising, Russia has sought to assert itself boldly whilst the West is constrained, unable to credibly 
reassure without the acceptance of the risk of direct conflict with a nuclear peer. Such dynamics are 
expected within the anarchical system in which great powers compete for security, influence and 
ultimately their existence. Neorealists will see implications that stretch well beyond the region with 
lessons to be drawn for actors (China, Iran, North Korea) that may seek to push Western deterrence 
to the limits once again (Kim, 2022).
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Key debates and gaps

The literature surrounding Ukraine, deterrence and balance of power is wide and deep. Ma-
jor debates include, for example, whether war was inevitable wherein realists assert that Russia’s 
confrontation with the West was backed by the structure of international power, whereas others 
emphasize the agents of historical agency, miscalculation and domestic politics; on the success of 
deterrence or otherwise wherein some see the West as having responded too slowly or ambiguously 
whereas others highlight Ukraine’s resilience and the alliance’s unity; the role of the nuclear threat 
and whether Russia can regain its security footing and restore a new balance of power where there 
are varying opinions on whether it can be contained without being directly confronted or whether 
a new security architecture is required. This article therefore aims to contribute to these ongoing 
debates by synthesizing theoretical perspectives and empirics with an emphasis on deterrence and 
balance of power in Ukraine.

The balance of power in Ukraine: Empirical analysis

To return to earlier points, the position of Ukraine in the European security system has changed 
dramatically over the past decade, and what was once considered a buffer state is now home to a 
multi-dimensional contest involving military, economic, informational and psychological power. 
This section examines the evolving balance of power among Russia, Ukraine and the western alli-
ance since 2014.

At the outset of the 2022 invasion, Russia entered with a commanding superiority in conventional 
military power in terms of the number of troops, armor aircraft and artillery space (Kofman & Lee, 
2022). However, Ukrainian troops received multiple years of Western training and a flow of modern 
weaponry and mounted a more effective defense than many would expect. To boot, everything from 
anti-tank missiles to drones to air defense to near real time intelligence helped Ukraine weather the 
first wave and manage a successful counteroffensive in Kharkiv, and later Kherson (Bronk, 2022).

Russia retorts with mass mobilization, long-range fires and attempts to adjust its capabilities 
to contest western weaponry. Essentially, the war has become a greasy war of attrition with the 
frontlines constantly changing and high casualties being taken by both sides. The power projection 
balance is ever changing due to who gets more help - westerners or Russians, and the resolve of the 
Ukrainian people.

Nuclear signaling and escalation management

Throughout the war, Russia has employed its nuclear arsenal to threaten and coerce. Early in the 
invasion, President Putin placed Russian troops on a “special combat alert”, and it’s cited that Rus-
sian officials threaten nuclear action if they perceive the US is also upping the ante and providing 
even more support to Ukraine (Sauer & Revera, 2023). NATO is reiterated in their own nuclear de-
terrence and is careful not to do anything that could signal direct intervention in the conflict. How-
ever, this nuclear signaling is believed to have failed at reducing aid since Putin issued threats and 
has only proportionately limited the escalation of action in the European continent, (Acton, 2022). 
The fear of a nuclear disaster due to a miscalculation and thus accelerates the conflict remains high.

Alliances, institutions, and economic power

The war has tested western alliances for their duress and efficacy and caused solidarity from 
NATO particularly. NATO members have emoted to tripwire defense causing attacks of any kind 
to be an act of war. Perhaps even greater perhaps has been the EU which has imposed tariffs from 
blocking Russian end of its financial and banking systems, and use of elite networks (Connolly, 
2022). But these repercussions have so far not seemed to yield a change in Russian action. Ukraine’s 
bid to membership is symbolic and represents what is to come in the list of priorities that are shaking 
the regional balance of power.

Westerners, for example, have taken steps to isolate Russia economically and politically includ-
ing imposing sanctions as a way to punish Russia for its aggressive actions. However, as Russia has 
found ways to adapt to those sanctions and as the conflict continues the effectiveness of the sanc-
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tions as a tool of deterrence has become increasingly disputed. Additionally, as we see in the case of 
Russia’s behavior in Ukraine and as well explore in greater detail in article 7 deterrence is not always 
a guaranteed success. The problem is that deterrence relies on a combination of factors — including 
the threat of punishment and the potential for an adversary to absorb the costs of failing to comply. 
As Russia’s actions demonstrate, an adversary can choose to absorb those costs if they believe that 
failing to act aggressively will lead to a loss of “existential” interest. The issue then becomes deter-
mining whether those costs are worth the benefits of avoiding confrontation. As we saw in article 4, 
that calculation depends on a variety of factors including how much the adversary values its goals, 
what alternatives exist for achieving them, and whether the adversary believes that the other party 
will follow through on its commitments.

In the case of the Ukraine conflict, Russia’s decision to invade Ukraine demonstrates that sanc-
tions alone are insufficient as a means of deterring aggression. While the West has employed a range 
of sanctions including freezing assets of key officials, limiting access to capital markets, and restrict-
ing imports/exports Russia has managed to find ways to mitigate the effects of those sanctions. For 
example, Russia has turned to other countries including China and India for economic support and 
has also found ways to circumvent the impact of Western sanctions.

Furthermore, even as the conflict continues, Russia has shown no indication that it intends to 
withdraw from occupied territories or cease military operations despite the cost of sanctions. This 
raises serious concerns about the effectiveness of sanctions as a tool of deterrence particularly when 
the other party is willing to absorb the costs associated with sanctions. As noted earlier, the con-
cept of “punishment” is a key component of the idea of deterrence. However, as the case of Russia 
demonstrates punishment alone is insufficient to deter an adversary from pursuing its objectives. If 
an adversary is willing to accept the costs of sanctions in order to achieve its goals, then sanctions 
alone are unlikely to provide a sufficient incentive to comply.

Moreover, because sanctions are imposed unilaterally by the United States and supported by 
many other Western nations there is a significant concern that sanctions will lead to unintended 
consequences such as an escalation of violence or the destabilization of neighboring countries. As 
discussed in Chapter 4, the effectiveness of sanctions as a tool of statecraft is highly dependent on 
the extent to which other countries particularly those in the region are able to cooperate in enforcing 
the sanctions.

As such, the case of Russia’s actions in Ukraine serve to highlight a critical shortcoming in the 
application of the deterrence model to contemporary international relations namely, the assumption 
that punishment alone will provide a sufficient incentive for compliance. In reality, the decision to 
impose sanctions or engage in any other form of coercive diplomacy should be made with a clear 
understanding of the potential consequences of those actions including the possibility of unintended 
consequences.

A second concern regarding the application of the deterrence model is the difficulty of assessing 
the level of commitment to the cause of the adversary. In the case of Russia as in the case of Nazi 
Germany prior to World War II the question of whether the leader of the country is committed to 
his cause is extremely difficult to assess. In such cases, it is impossible to know whether the threat 
of punishment will be sufficient to induce compliance or whether the leader is prepared to pay any 
price to achieve his objectives.

Finally, the deterrence model assumes that the adversary is rational in the sense that he weighs 
the potential costs and benefits of any course of action. However, as the case of Russia demonstrates 
an adversary may be willing to take extreme risks including risking the very survival of his country 
in pursuit of his objectives. In such cases, the deterrence model is of little value in predicting how 
the adversary will behave.

While the deterrence model provides a useful framework for analyzing the dynamics of interna-
tional conflict and the potential for using coercion as a tool of statecraft it has several shortcomings. 
In particular, it fails to account for the subjective nature of commitment to cause the uncertainty 
surrounding the commitment of the adversary and the irrationality of the adversary.
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As such, the case of Russia’s actions in Ukraine serve to highlight the need for policymakers to 
adopt a more nuanced view of the potential effectiveness of deterrence and to carefully consider 
the potential unintended consequences of using coercion as a tool of statecraft. Furthermore, it em-
phasizes the importance of developing a broader range of tools beyond deterrence for managing 
international conflict and promoting stability.

Ultimately, as we will discuss in the final chapter of this article, the deterrence model is but one of 
the number of models that can be applied to analyze the dynamics of international conflict. By com-
bining elements of multiple models and adopting a more nuanced view of the complex variables 
involved in international conflict, policymakers can develop a more comprehensive and effective 
approach to managing international relations and promoting peace.

In summary, the case of Russia’s actions in Ukraine serves to illustrate the challenges of using 
deterrence as a tool of statecraft particularly when dealing with a committed adversary that is will-
ing to absorb the costs associated with sanctions and other forms of coercive diplomacy. Moreover, 
it highlights the need for policymakers to think more creatively and broadly and to develop a more 
nuanced view of the complex dynamics of international conflict if they hope to manage international 
relations effectively and promote peace.

This section of the paper has provided an overview of the deterrence model and a review of the 
recent history of its application to contemporary international relations. As we move forward in 
this paper we will examine a series of challenges and limitations in the application of the deterrence 
model including the subjectivity of commitment to a cause the uncertainty surrounding the com-
mitment of the adversary the irrationality of the adversary the subjective nature of the adversary’s 
preferences the complexity of the variables involved in international conflict and the need to think 
more creatively and broadly in managing international relations and promoting peace.

Overall, the Ukraine war has disrupted the post-Cold War security architecture in Europe. This 
disruption has implications for the logic of deterrence and for the incentives facing non-nuclear 
states. It has also highlighted the limits of extended deterrence and the need for a new strategy to 
address the challenges of the post-Cold War world.

From a deterrence perspective, the crisis in Ukraine shows how deterrence can fail when the costs 
of maintaining the status quo are low compared to the costs of changing it. This is true not only for 
Russia but also for other states that might seek to challenge the current international order. If the 
international community is to prevent similar crises in the future, it needs to rethink the logic of de-
terrence and the role of nuclear weapons in the world today.

There are also implications for the future of European and global security. The crisis in Ukraine 
has exposed the weaknesses of the post-Cold War security architecture in Europe and has shown 
the limits of reliance on extended deterrence. A new security strategy is needed to address these 
challenges and to ensure that the international community can respond effectively to future crises.

That new strategy should include a renewed commitment to collective defense as embodied in 
Article V of the NATO treaty combined with a more robust and flexible framework for addressing 
emerging security challenges. The international community also needs to rethink the role of nuclear 
weapons in the world today and to develop new approaches to preventing and responding to crises 
like the one in Ukraine.

The next paragraph examines how the deterrence model and other models of state behavior ap-
ply to emerging challenges in the post-Cold War world. It reviews the challenges posed by the rise 
of new powers such as China and India and by emerging technologies such as cybersecurity and 
artificial intelligence. It also discusses the implications for the role of nuclear weapons and for the 
logic of deterrence in the world today.

Overall, the Ukraine war has disrupted the post-Cold War security architecture in Europe. This 
disruption has implications for the logic of deterrence and for the incentives facing non-nuclear 
states. It has also highlighted the limits of extended deterrence and the need for a new strategy to 
address the challenges of the post-Cold War world.
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There are also implications for the future of European and global security. The crisis in Ukraine 
has exposed the weaknesses of the post-Cold War security architecture in Europe and has shown 
the limits of reliance on extended deterrence. A new security strategy is needed to address these 
challenges and to ensure that the international community can respond effectively to future crises.

That new strategy should include a renewed commitment to collective defense as embodied in 
Article V of the NATO treaty combined with a more robust and flexible framework for addressing 
emerging security challenges. The international community also needs to rethink the role of nuclear 
weapons in the world today and to develop new approaches to preventing and responding to crises 
like the one in Ukraine.

The next paragraph examines how the deterrence model and other models of state behavior ap-
ply to emerging challenges in the post-Cold War world. It reviews the challenges posed by the rise 
of new powers such as China and India and by emerging technologies such as cybersecurity and 
artificial intelligence. It also discusses the implications for the role of nuclear weapons and for the 
logic of deterrence in the world today.

3. Research findings

3.1. �The Ukraine war has caused a fracture in the security structure that existed in Europe since the end 
of the Cold War

The Budapest Memorandum of 199 in which Ukraine relinquished its nuclear arsenal in exchange 
for security assurances from Russia, the United States and the UK has been made null and void by 
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Russian aggression. The collapse of the Budapest Memorandum has far-reaching implications for 
the logic of deterrence and for the incentives faced by non-nuclear states. NATO’s strategy of en-
hanced forward presence deploying multinational battlegroups to the Eastern Flank has helped to 
restore some degree of deterrence vis-a-vis Russian expansionism. The accession of Finland and 
Sweden to NATO has further solidified the Alliance’s posture in the Baltic and Arctic regions. How-
ever, this expansion also runs the risk of reinforcing and justifying further militarization along Rus-
sia’s borders. Non-NATO states such as Moldova, Georgia and others continue to be vulnerable to 
coercion or outright attack. Additionally, the credibility gap in extended deterrence is now a major 
challenge for Western strategists.

3.2. The implications of the Ukraine conflict on the future of non-proliferation

The most alarming consequence of the Ukraine conflict is its influence on the norms of non-pro-
liferation globally. Inasmuch as the decision of Ukraine to relinquish the Soviet nuclear weapons it 
had inherited was celebrated as a triumph for international peace and security, today it is quoted 
as a warning. When a state does not possess a deterrent of its own, then it is vulnerable to being 
conquered by a neighbor who is either stronger or armed with nuclear weapons (Waltz, 1981; Bud-
jeryn, 2022). For this reason, we can expect to see a reevaluation of the utility of nuclear weapons 
as a guarantee of sovereignty by states such as Iran, North Korea and even those in East Asia and 
the Middle East. We can reasonably anticipate that the ongoing fear of proliferation may be further 
aggravated by the perception that only nuclear-armed states are completely secure from invasion or 
regime change (Kim, 2022).

3.3. Security dilemmas and escalation management

The Ukraine war exemplifies how the security dilemma works in Eastern Europe, as each party 
moves to increase its own security. The actions taken by NATO, by Russia’s mobilization and nucle-
ar threats and by Ukraine’s requests for advanced weapons systems are seen as threatening by the 
other party and prompt retaliatory actions and raise the likelihood of unintended escalation (Jervis, 
1978). Furthermore, these dynamics are dangerous in light of the extreme information warfare, cy-
ber operations and psychological manipulation that exist during the Ukraine war. Therefore, the 
possibility of misperceiving the intentions of the other party, miscalculating the other party’s actions 
or accidentally escalating is always present, and therefore, the use of back-channel diplomacy, crisis 
hotlines and clear signaling is essential to contain the danger of an uncontrolled cycle of action and 
reaction (Acton, 2022).

3.4. Balance of power in a multipolar world

The conflict has hastened the emergence of a multipolar and unstable international environment. 
Russia’s move toward China, India and other non-Western partners is both a reaction to the Western 
sanctions imposed upon it and a bid to create new centers of power (Gabuev, 2023). Although the 
West has displayed remarkable unity, the divergence of threat assessments, economic interests, and 
political pressures on individual states will limit the capacity of states to maintain a prolonged con-
frontation. Furthermore, China’s aspirations for Taiwan, Iran’s regional plans, and North Korea’s 
persistent provocations are all influenced by the perceived successes and failures of deterrence in 
Europe (Kim, 2022). Today, the credibility of the military, economic and diplomatic commitments of 
the United States and its allies are on trial internationally.
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3.5. Reconsidering deterrence, balance and realism

The Ukraine war has shown the limitations and applicability of traditional concepts in security 
studies. Deterrence remains a powerful analytical tool, yet it requires credibility, communication, 
and the determination of the adversary. The balance of power is still central, but asymmetric nu-
clear power modifies the strategic calculus, whereas the security dilemma generates an arms race 
and cycles of distrust. The systemic logic of neorealism has been confirmed by the resurgence of 
great-power competition, however, the experience in Ukraine also shows the significance of agency, 
leadership, and domestic politics. Based on these observations, therefore, researchers must revise 
their theories to take into consideration new forms of war (hybrid, informational, cyber) and the 
psychological and normative dimensions of escalation. Deterrence must thus be defined in terms of 
material capabilities and also of perceptions, signaling, and the willingness of parties to risk cata-
strophic loss.

Future scenarios: Risks and Opportunities

There are various scenarios that are likely to emerge looking ahead. First, the most probable 
short-term result is a protracted, attrition-based conflict with recurring periods of escalation and 
temporary ceasefires. This will test the unity of the West, exhaust resources and delay a resolution 
to the status of Ukraine. Second, accidents, miscalculations, or deliberate Russian attacks on NATO 
territory may provoke a direct conflict, with the attendant dangers of nuclear use. Third, a change in 
Russian leadership, a shift in the fortunes of battle, or changes in the international environment may 
provide an opportunity for negotiations, although the terms and duration of such an agreement are 
extremely uncertain. Fourth, the impression of vulnerability among non-nuclear states, the inability 
of the West to effectively deter, and the lessons learned by other revisionist powers may produce 
new crises, undermine global nonproliferation norms, and destabilize regional balances.

Policy Recommendations

Given the evolving nature of the war in Ukraine, the persistent risk of escalation, and the lessons 
for the global security architecture, policymakers must develop comprehensive, multi-faceted pol-
icy approaches to address the challenges presented by the war. The analyses suggest that effective 
deterrence and a sustainable balance of power cannot be achieved solely through military means; 
they require diplomatic, informational, economic, and normative approaches that are deliberately 
designed to minimize risks and signal resolve.

Signal deterrent commitments and escalation thresholds, especially concerning NATO’s eastern 
border and reactions to attacks on NATO territory. A major lesson of Ukraine is that ambiguity in 
red lines and security guarantees undercuts the effectiveness of deterrence. For this reason, West-
ern actors should engage in clarifying commitments. For NATO, this includes reaffirming Article 5 
publicly, specifying the consequences of attacks on NATO territory and clearly articulating plans 
for rapid reinforcement of vulnerable member-states (Deni, 2022). For non-NATO states, signaling 
the types of support available from military, economic, diplomatic and informational avenues can 
diminish uncertainty and deter opportunistic aggression. Further, the unity of the alliance could be 
demonstrated not merely through military maneuvers or summits but also through coherent, syn-
chronized public communication about escalation thresholds, the permanent nature of sanctions, 
and end-game objectives (Freedman, 2019).

Support and stabilize the military assistance provided to Ukraine to enhance deterrence through 
denial and to signal that resolve to endure is unwavering. Deterrence by denial relies on deter-
ring potential aggressors through uncertainty and high costs. For this reason, continued provision 
of advanced weaponry (air defense, artillery, precision-guided munitions, drones) and training as 
well as intelligence to maintain the combat capability of Ukraine, are essential in order to deny an 
adversary the opportunity to escalate or consolidate its position on the battlefield. Additionally, 
financial support for Ukraine’s infrastructure repair, cyber-defense and civilian resilience could im-
prove Ukraine’s ability to withstand hybrid and conventional assaults. Financial support, rebuilding 
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planning, and debt relief can be crucial for supporting Ukraine’s ability to wage war and recover 
after the war.

Maintain crisis communication and deconfliction channels to mitigate the risks of nuclear and 
conventional escalation. Policymakers should maintain back-channel diplomacy, even in the face 
of public confrontations. Back-channel diplomacy are indispensable to clarify the intentions of the 
other party, to articulate the red lines of the other party, and to de-escalate crises (Acton, 2022). Mil-
itary-to-Military Hotlines, Intelligence Sharing, and Mediation by Third Parties can help mitigate 
the risk of miscommunication. At the same time, Western leaders should reaffirm, both publicly and 
privately, the disastrous consequences of any nuclear use by each party, while refraining from using 
language that may be perceived as preparing for nuclear retaliation or regime change in Russia.

Strengthen Alliance Unity and Burden-Sharing. NATO and EU unity have proven to be a sig-
nificant advantage for Ukraine but is not assured. To maintain credible deterrence and avoid the 
exhaustion of the alliance due to fatigue, increased contributions from all alliance members (both in 
terms of defense spending and non-military support) can demonstrate a collective commitment to 
the cause. Rapid incorporation of Finland and Sweden into the alliance, in a seamless manner, can 
also demonstrate that the security needs of new members can be addressed without undermining 
the unity of the alliance. However, the conflict may be lengthy, and hence, domestic publics must be 
prepared for extended involvement, which may include energy shortages, economic burdens and 
humanitarian obligations.

Renew Initiatives in Nonproliferation and Arms Control. The Ukraine war has diminished trust 
in nonproliferation and arms control initiatives. To restore the frameworks, partners could pursue 
diplomatic efforts to reaffirm the importance of nuclear restraint, including public backing for the 
Non-Proliferation Treaty and negative security assurances for non-nuclear states. Partners may also 
initiate Strategic Stability Talks with Russia (and, if possible, China) that concentrate on de-escala-
tion, transparency and risk-reduction in both nuclear and conventional domains (Sauer & Revera, 
2023). Engaging middle powers and non-aligned states in developing new consensus on arms reduc-
tions, confidence-building measures, and crisis-management mechanisms may also be beneficial.

Counter Disinformation and Promote Societal Resilience. Information warfare is central to both 
deterrence and conflict-resistance. Western and allied states must make investments in public di-
plomacy, media-literacy and the rapid identification of adversary misinformation campaigns. They 
should support independent journalism and fact-checking projects in Ukraine and throughout the 
region (Pomerantsev, 2022). The West must strengthen its defenses against cyberattacks, electoral 
interference and other types of hybrid warfare that seek to weaken domestic cohesion and alliance 
solidarity.

Preparation for Post-War Security Arrangements. Regardless of when the war concludes, a new 
European security framework will be needed. Consequently, policymakers must start discussing 
what type of security arrangements will be in place for Ukraine and other vulnerable states once the 
war concludes, regardless of whether through NATO, bilaterally or new multilateral arrangements. 
They should expedite Ukraine’s accession to the EU and NATO, where possible, by establishing 
clear benchmarks and timetables for membership or partnerships. Policymakers may also support 
initiatives for regional arms-control agreements, cross-border cooperation and reconciliation to low-
er the probability of renewed conflict.

In sum, both researchers and policymakers must learn from the Ukraine war and expand their 
military and deterrence doctrines to incorporate the aspects of hybrid warfare, cyber operations and 
the psychological dimensions of escalation. Additional investments in research and analysis to sup-
port academic and policy research on deterrence, escalation management and the evolving balance 
of power, which draw on interdisciplinary and international perspectives, may also be warranted.



The Balance of Power in Ukraine and Deterrence Effectiveness Against Nuclear-Armed Russia

International Journal of Contemporary Security Studies • Vol. 2, No. 1 •

13

4. Conclusion

The Ukraine War has developed into a defining crisis of the current global order that is testing the 
limits of deterrence, the resiliency of the European balance of power and the ability of Western and 
allied states to manage the persistent threat of nuclear escalation. Classical International Relations 
theories (deterrence, balance of power, security dilemma, and neorealism) continue to be relevant, 
albeit requiring adaptation to accommodate the hybrid, informational, and psychological aspects of 
modern Great Power Competition.

Deterrence in the context of the Ukraine war has been successful and unsuccessful. On the one 
hand, Western policies (military assistance, economic sanctions and diplomatic isolation) have al-
lowed Ukraine to resist Russian aggression and have thus far prevented nuclear escalation or a 
direct conflict between NATO and Russia. On the other hand, deterrence did not prevent the war 
from occurring and remains fundamentally asymmetrical since Russia’s nuclear threats constrain 
Western intervention but the lack of security guarantees for non-NATO states leaves them exposed 
to similar aggression.

The Ukraine war has also revealed and exacerbated the security dilemma since each party is 
attempting to increase its own security through military buildups, the formation of alliances and 
nuclear signaling. The likelihood of misperceiving the intent of the opposing party, miscalculating 
the actions of the opposing party, or unintentionally escalating is increasing, and thus the psycho-
logical and informational elements of deterrence are more critical than ever, and the need for clear 
communication, credible commitments, and adequate crisis management mechanisms is greater 
than ever. The conflict in Ukraine demonstrates the urgent need to strengthen the credibility and 
clarity of deterrence, to reinforce Ukraine’s defensive, economic, and social resilience, to mitigate 
the risks of escalation, and to revive nonproliferation and arms control initiatives. This implies that 
the stakes are higher than Ukraine alone, and that the lessons derived from this conflict will inform 
the considerations of revisionist powers, the confidence of U.S. allies, and the future of the global 
nuclear order.

The war in Ukraine serves as a “live laboratory” for testing, revising, and combining classical and 
contemporary theories of International Relations and Security Studies. The findings emphasize the 
fact that deterrence is not a fixed recipe, but a dynamic and context-specific process that is affected 
by the perceptions, signaling, leadership and the shadow of nuclear weapons. As the conflict con-
tinues, the necessity for strategic patience, alliance unity and innovative diplomacy will need to be 
strengthened by all parties involved. This is necessary, because the decisions made in Ukraine will 
have repercussions throughout Europe and beyond and will determine the pace of international 
security for decades to come.
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