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Abstract: This article critically examines the effectiveness of the European Union’s
human rights-driven sanctions against Russia and Belarus, focusing on their role as
instruments of normative foreign policy. Employing a comparative case study approach
and the Normative Power Europe (NPE) framework, the study finds that while EU
sanctions robustly signal a commitment to human rights and have imposed significant
economic and reputational costs, they have not resulted in meaningful political change
or democratization. Instead, both regimes adapted through economic diversification and
increased repression, while ordinary citizens faced inflation and restricted access to
goods. The analysis uniquely highlights the divergent adaptation strategies in Russia
and Belarus, the challenges of maintaining EU policy coherence, and the importance of
multilateral coordination. The paper concludes with actionable recommendations for a
more targeted, coherent, and humanitarian EU sanctions strategy.
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Introduction
Since its inception, the European Union (EU) has aspired to be more
than a conventional geopolitical actor, seeking to ground its foreign policy in
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the promotion of democracy, human rights, and the rule of law.2 This self-
ascribed identity, often referred to as “Normative Power Europe,”? distinguishes
the EU from traditional great powers and shapes its approach to global
challenges. Nowhere is this more evident than in the EU’s response to
authoritarian repression and breaches of international law in its eastern
neighbourhood, particularly in Russia and Belarus.

The annexation of Crimea by Russia in 2014, the subsequent war
in eastern Ukraine, and the full-scale invasion of Ukraine in 2022 have
presented the EU with grave challenges to its normative agenda.* Similarly,
the 2020 presidential election in Belarus—widely condemned as fraudulent—
and the ensuing violent crackdown on peaceful protests have tested the EU’s
commitment to supporting democratic transitions and human rights.s In
both cases, the EU has relied heavily on sanctions as its primary tool of response,
aiming to punish violators, deter further abuses, and signal support for
international legal norms. These sanctions, however, have sparked debate
regarding their true effectiveness, humanitarian impact, and potential for
unintended consequences.®

This article addresses three core questions: (a) How have EU human
rights-based sanctions affected political developments and civil society in
Russia and Belarus? (b) What institutional and policy mechanisms underpin
the EU’s approach to sanctions? (c) What successes, limitations, and lessons
emerge from these cases for the future of EU foreign policy? In answering
these, the article offers a nuanced comparative analysis, critically engages
with counter-arguments, and proposes policy recommendations for a more
coherent and humane EU sanctions strategy.

2 lan Manners, “Normative Power Europe: A Contradiction in Terms?”, in Journal of Common
Market Studies, vol. 40, no. 2, 2002, pp. 235-258.

3 Clara Portela, “Sanctions Against Belarus: Normative Power Europe at Work?”, in Studia
Diplomatica, vol. 67, no. 2, 2014, p. 45.

4 Manners, art. cit., pp. 235-258.

5 Idem, “Normative Power Europe Reconsidered: Beyond the Crossroads”, in Helene Sjursen
(ed.), Civilian or Military Power? European Foreign Policy in Perspective, London: Routledge,
2006, pp. 116-133.

6 Council of the European Union, “EU Restrictive Measures against Russia over Ukraine”,
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/policies/sanctions/restrictive-measures-ukraine-crisis/,
accessed 17 March 2026.
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Theoretical Framework and Key Concepts

The concept of Normative Power Europe (NPE),” as articulated by
Manners and further developed in the IR literature, posits that the EU’s
global influence derives less from military or economic might and more from
its ability to shape international norms and expectations.® Normative power
is not simply rhetorical: it is reflected in the concrete instruments and
strategies the EU deploys—including sanctions, trade policy, and diplomacy.

Sanctions—Ilegal, economic or diplomatic restrictions on states,
entities, or individuals—are central to the EU’s external action.® The EU’s
commitment to targeted or “smart” sanctions arises from concern over the
humanitarian fallout of broad embargoes, as experienced in the 1990s.%° Such
measures, including asset freezes, travel bans, export controls, and sectoral
restrictions, are intended to maximize pressure on decision-makers while
minimizing harm to ordinary people.

Effectiveness in the context of sanctions is multidimensional,
encompassing intended outcomes (behavioural change, deterrence), signalling
(to both domestic and international audiences), and norm reinforcement, as well
as the risk of unintended consequences such as increased authoritarianism,
humanitarian suffering, or elite adaptation.i* As recent scholarship highlights,
sanctions can sometimes entrench rather than weaken authoritarian regimes,
especially when they provide a pretext for repression or are poorly
targeted.2

"While the NPE framework emphasizes the EU’s identity as a promoter of norms and values,
other IR theories offer alternative perspectives. Realism, for example, focuses on material
power and state interests, suggesting sanctions are mainly tools of coercion rather than norm
assertion. Constructivism, meanwhile, explores how international actors shape and are
shaped by evolving norms and identities, providing further context for understanding the
EU’s sanctions policy. See: E.H. Carr, The Twenty Years’ Crisis (1939); Alexander Wendt, Social
Theory of International Politics (1999).

8 Portela, art. cit., pp. 45-54.

9 Laure Delcour, “The EU’s Sanctions Policy towards Russia: The Limits of Normative
Power?”, in Europe-Asia Studies, vol. 73, no. 5, 2021, p. 874.

10 Council of the European Union, art. cit.

1 |bidem.

2 European Commission, “EU Sanctions Map”, https://www.sanctionsmap.eu/, accessed
March 17, 2026.
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Policy coherence is therefore vital: the alignment between stated EU
values, the interests of member states, and the practical implementation of
sanctions determines both their legitimacy and real-world impact. Internal
unity, external coordination, and responsiveness to evolving contexts are all
required for success.13

Methodology

This study adopts a qualitative comparative case study methodology,
focusing on Russia (2014-2024) and Belarus (2020-2024) as illustrative of the
challenges and opportunities of EU sanctions policy. Case selection is based
on strategic salience, variation in regime type and scale, and the centrality of
sanctions as an EU response. The comparative approach enables analysis of
both common patterns and context-specific dynamics.

Data sources include EU legal documents (Council Decisions,
Regulations), official statements, and monitoring body reports.’4 Academic
literature, think tank analyses, NGO publications, and international media
coverage provide secondary perspectives. The analysis systematically
examines policy objectives, internal EU processes, multilateral coordination,
enforcement and adaptation, economic and political impacts, civil society
agency, unintended effects, and local as well as international perceptions.

Recognizing the complexity of causal inference in sanctions research,
the study employs process tracing, triangulation, and explicit acknowledgment
of methodological limitations. This approach is consistent with current best
practices in sanctions scholarship, which call for transparency regarding
data uncertainties, the role of confounding variables, and challenges of
research access in authoritarian settings.?®

A qualitative, comparative case study approach is particularly suitable
for examining the complex, multi-dimensional impacts of EU sanctions in
distinct authoritarian regimes. While quantitative methods can capture
aggregate economic changes, the nuanced effects on political dynamics, civil
society, and adaptation strategies are best explored through qualitative analysis.

13 Anu Bradford, The Brussels Effect: How the European Union Rules the World, Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2020, p. 210.

14 Delcour, art. cit., p. 873.

15 Council of the European Union, art. cit.
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Nevertheless, this approach faces limitations, such as potential selection bias,
challenges in establishing causality due to humerous intervening variables,
and reliance on secondary sources where primary data is inaccessible. Future
research could complement these findings with survey data or econometric
modelling where feasible.

EU Sanctions Policy: Institutional and Legal Background

The EU’s sanctions regime is grounded in the Common Foreign and
Security Policy (CFSP), with decisions anchored in the Treaty on European
Union (TEU), particularly Articles 21 and 29.16 The process typically begins
with a proposal from the High Representative for Foreign Affairs and
Security Policy or a member state, triggered by a serious breach of
international law, democratic norms, or human rights. After deliberation in
the Council of the EU, restrictive measures must be unanimously approved,
reflecting the collective legitimacy but also the challenge of reconciling
diverse national interests.’

Once adopted, sanctions take the form of Council Decisions (binding
on member states) and Council Regulations (directly applicable in EU law),
with national authorities responsible for enforcement. The European
Commission and the European External Action Service (EEAS) play essential
roles in monitoring compliance, providing guidance, and facilitating
diplomatic coordination.® This multilevel governance architecture allows
for broad-based enforcement and adaptation but can also produce
disparities in implementation, depending on member states’ administrative
capacity and political will.

Sanctions, or “restrictive measures,” vary widely in form and scope.
The EU has largely moved away from comprehensive embargoes in favour
of “smart sanctions,” which may include asset freezes, travel bans, sectoral
trade restrictions (e.g., on finance, energy, arms), export controls, and
suspension of cooperation agreements.’® Humanitarian carve-outs and
exceptions are commonly included, reflecting lessons from the humanitarian

16 European Commission, art. cit.

7 Portela, art. cit., p. 46.

18 Council of the European Union, art. cit.
19 Bradford, op. cit., p. 211.
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crises following the Iraq and Yugoslavia embargoes.? These carve-outs are
intended to limit civilian harm, but they also create opportunities for
circumvention.

The choice, timing, and intensity of measures are guided by key
principles: proportionality, legal justification, periodic review, and
reversibility when objectives are met.2* The legal texts establishing sanctions
detail the rationale and identify targeted individuals, entities, and sectors,
with regular updates as needed.

While the Council retains ultimate decision-making power, the EEAS
and Commission are increasingly central to policy management. The EEAS
drafts proposals, conducts impact assessments, and leads negotiations both
within the EU and with external partners. The Commission focuses on
technical implementation, customs, financial flows, and trade, and may issue
enforcement guidance. National governments are tasked with asset freezes,
prosecution of breaches, and reporting.22 This division of labour enables
flexibility and adaptation: sanctions regimes are reviewed regularly (usually
every six to twelve months), allowing for escalation, relaxation, or
adjustment based on changing circumstances, new intelligence, or legal
challenges, including those brought before the European Court of Justice.?

A defining feature of EU sanctions is their multilateral coordination.
The EU strives to align measures with the US, UK, Canada, and, where
possible, the United Nations.?# Coordination increases pressure, closes
loopholes, and boosts legitimacy. For example, after Russia’s 2022 invasion
of Ukraine, the EU and G7 launched synchronized packages of financial,
trade, and sectoral sanctions. Nevertheless, differences in legal frameworks,
economic exposure, and enforcement can create gaps. These gaps—
exploited by targeted regimes using “forum shopping,” alternative payment
systems, or sympathetic third countries—highlight the need for ongoing
diplomatic and technical dialogue among allies.%

20 Council of the European Union, art. cit.
2 Portela, art. cit., p. 52.

2 Bradford, op. cit., p. 215.

Z Delcour, art. cit., p. 877.

24 lbidem, pp. 877-879.

% Bradford, op. cit., p. 212.
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Enforcement remains a significant challenge. Variance in national
capacity and political will leads to uneven application: some member states
have been slow to freeze assets or prosecute violations, especially when
substantial economic interests are at stake.?® The complexity of global finance
and trade enables sophisticated evasion strategies, including offshore
intermediaries and cryptocurrencies. The EU has responded by tightening
reporting requirements, expanding blacklists, and investing in monitoring
and intelligence-sharing mechanisms.?” Periodic legal challenges by
sanctioned individuals or entities also force continual improvements in
procedural safeguards and evidentiary standards.?

The historical evolution of EU sanctions reflects a broader shift towards
“economic statecraft,” with restrictive measures increasingly used not only for
territorial aggression but for cyberattacks, proliferation, terrorism, and human
rights abuses.?® The limits of this approach—consensus requirements, risk of
inconsistency, humanitarian impact—necessitate constant reassessment, impact
evaluation, and engagement with civil society and business to maintain
legitimacy.3°

Lessons Learned

§ Sanctions signal commitment, but rarely deliver regime change
without broader diplomatic and societal engagement.

§ Authoritarian adaptation is rapid and sophisticated, involving
economic diversification, repression, and narrative control.

§ EU policy coherence is essential; internal divisions and carve-outs
weaken impact. >

§  Multilateral coordination enhances legitimacy and reach, but legal
and timing gaps are exploited by targeted regimes.

§ Unintended humanitarian impacts are significant, underscoring
the need for smarter targeting and regular impact assessment.

% Portela, art. cit., pp. 53-54.

21 Elena Korosteleva, “Belarus Between East and West: The Limitations of EU Sanctions”, in
Journal of Common Market Studies, vol. 60, no. 2, 2022, pp. 399-400.

2 European Parliament, “The EU’s Response to Human Rights Violations in Belarus”,
https://mwww.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/headlines/world/20201112ST0O91113/, accessed March
17, 2026.

2 Portela, op. cit. p. 54.

30 Delcour, op. cit., p. 885.
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Comparative Case Study: EU Sanctions on Russia and Belarus

EU sanctions on Russia and Belarus are rooted in severe and high-
profile political crises. Russia’s annexation of Crimea in 2014, its ongoing
intervention in Ukraine, and its full-scale invasion in 2022 prompted the EU
to enact a series of escalating measures: asset freezes, travel bans, sectoral
restrictions on finance, energy, and defence, SWIFT banking exclusions,
technology export bans, and central bank asset freezes.3! The coordinated
response with G7 partners aimed to deter further aggression, uphold
international law, and signal solidarity with Ukraine.

Belarus has faced its own sanctions regime since the fraudulent 2020
election and subsequent violent repression. The EU targeted President
Lukashenko’s inner circle, security officials, state-owned enterprises, and
extended sanctions to potash, petroleum, and tobacco sectors amid ongoing
abuses and weaponized migration at the EU border.32 Humanitarian support
for Belarusian civil society and exiled activists complements these measures.
See Table 1 for an overview of the main sanctions, coordination, and
outcomes for both cases.

Table 1: Overview of the Main Sanctions, Coordination, and Outcomes for Russia
and Belarus (2014-2024)

Year Target Type of Scope (Individuals/ | International Key
Country Measure Entities/Sectors) Coordination Outcomes
Asset freezes, 150+ individuals, EU. US. UK Diplomatic isolation;
2014 Russia travel bans, banks, energy, c ’ q "~ | economic pressure;
anada
sectoral sanctions | defence sector adaptation
Extended . .
Ongoing economic
2015- . sectoral Expanded to more | EU, US, UK, | . .
Russia . . impact; limited
2017 sanctions, entities and sectors | Canada, G7 .
political change
arms embargo
Targeted . .
. - Signal condemnation
sanctions, 40+ officials, EU, US, UK, .
2020 Belarus . of election fraud &
asset freezes, security sector Canada .
repression
travel bans

31 Bradford, op. cit., p. 215.
32 Delcour, art. cit., p. 884.
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Year Target Type of Scope (Individuals/ | International Key
Country Measure Entities/Sectors) Coordination Outcomes
Sectoral
sanctions State-owned Drop in export
. EU, US, UK, .
2021 Belarus (potash, enterprises, key Canad revenue; regime
anada
petroleum, export sectors deepens Russia ties
finance)
SWIFT ban, . .
1000+ Major economic
. broad sectoral . . EU, US, UK, . .
2022 Russia individuals/entities, contraction; capital
bans, central . Canada, G7 .
finance, technology controls; adaptation
bank assets
Expanded -
Further economic
2022- sectoral Extended to 200+ EU, US, UK, .
Belarus . . . strain, crackdown on
2023 sanctions, more individuals/entities | Canada . .
civil society
travel bans
Strengthened . .
Expanded to new Deepening economic
2023- . enforcement, EU, US, UK, | . . . .
Russia . sectors (e.g., luxury isolation; evasion via
2024 additional export Canada, G7 . .
goods) third parties
controls
Continued . .
. . Ongoing regime
2023- sanctions, NGOs, exiled EU, US, UK, o
Belarus . . adaptation, increased
2024 humanitarian activists supported | Canada

carve-outs

repression

Table compiled from EU Council Decisions, European Commission reports,

and SWIFT data.

The economic impacts have been notable. Russia’s GDP contracted

by 2.1% in 2022, the ruble lost over 40% of its value, and more than 1,000
Western companies withdrew. 3 Belarus’s export revenues dropped sharply,
with potash sales falling by 25% and state finances strained.3* Yet both
regimes have adapted: Russia has implemented capital controls, diversified
trade to China, Turkey, and India, and promoted domestic production.®
Belarus has deepened political and economic dependence on Russia.3¢

3 Korosteleva, art. cit., p. 403.
34 Delcour, art. cit., pp. 880-881.
% Bradford, op. cit., p. 217.

3% Portela, art. cit., pp. 880-881.
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Politically, sanctions have not delivered regime change or
democratization. Instead, both regimes have weaponized anti-Western
rhetoric, increased repression, and justified crackdowns on dissent.3” Civil
society and independent media face severe constraints, while humanitarian
impacts—such as inflation, shortages, and restricted access to goods—are
increasingly felt by ordinary citizens.3®
Civil society responses are nuanced: a 2022 Belarusian Helsinki Committee
survey found 67% of NGO leaders supported targeted sanctions but worried
about humanitarian fallout.®*® Russian human rights groups, including
Memorial, have called for measures that avoid harming access to medicine
and information.# Public opinion polls in Russia suggest that government
messaging has been effective in maintaining support despite hardships.*

Recent scholarship warns that sanctions can entrench authoritarianism,
empower hardliners, and harm vulnerable groups more than elites.#2 Both
Belarus and Russia have expanded “foreign agent” laws, shuttered NGOs, and
criminalized opposition. Sanctions evasion has become more sophisticated,
with offshore intermediaries, cryptocurrencies, and trade rerouting via third
countries.*

Unintended consequences include accelerated Russia-Belarus
integration, expansion of illicit financial flows, and “sanctions fatigue”
among EU states with major economic interests.*

37 Human Rights Watch, “Russia: Civil Society Under Pressure,” 2023,
https://www.hrw.org/news/2023/06/12/russia-civil-society-under-pressure.

% Amnesty International, “Belarus: Crackdown on Civil Society,” 2023,
https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2023/02/belarus-crackdown-civil-society/.

% Belarusian Helsinki Committee, “Survey: The Impact of Sanctions on Belarusian NGOs,”
2022, https://belhelcom.org/en/civil-society-survey/.

4 Memorial, “Recommendations on Sanctions Policy,” 2023, https://www.memo.ru/en-
us/press-releases/recommendations-on-sanctions-policy.

4 Levada Center, “Russians’ Attitudes toward Sanctions,” 2023,
https://www.levada.ru/en/2023/03/15/russians-attitudes-toward-sanctions/.

42 Richard Nephew, The Art of Sanctions: A View from the Field, New York: Columbia University
Press, 2018, pp. 122-134.

4 OCCRP, “Sanctions Evasion in Russia and Belarus,” 2023, https://www.occrp.org/en/asset-
tracker/russian-sanctions-evasion/.

4 Clara Portela, “Sanctions Fatigue in the EU: Risks and Responses,” in Survival, vol. 65, no.
4, 2023, pp. 91-108.
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Comparative Analysis

A systematic comparison reveals both recurring patterns and key
differences. In both Russia and Belarus, sanctions have functioned as vital
instruments for signalling the EU’s normative commitments and upholding
the rules-based order. They have imposed real economic and reputational
costs, disrupted elite networks, and fostered transatlantic unity.

Scale and Resilience: Russia’s status as a global power, vast natural
resources, and diversified partnerships (notably with China, India, and
Turkey) have provided significant insulation from Western pressure.
Despite initial shocks, Russia rapidly implemented capital controls,
diversified trade, and promoted import substitution. In contrast, Belarus,
with a smaller economy and high dependency on both Russian markets and
Western access for key exports (e.g., potash), was initially more vulnerable.*
The decline in Belarusian export revenues and loss of foreign markets placed
immediate pressure on the regime’s finances and social spending.

EU Policy Coherence and Internal Dynamics: The requirement for
unanimity, divergent national interests—especially around energy and
agriculture — and occasional carve-outs have sometimes weakened the
coherence and credibility of sanctions, especially against Russia.*” While the
EU displayed greater unity in the Belarus case due to the country’s smaller
economic footprint, even here, humanitarian concerns and cross-border
trade required negotiation.

Societal and Civil Society Impact: In both countries, authoritarian
regimes responded by escalating repression, restricting independent media,
and framing the West as an external enemy. In Belarus, the EU’s support for
civil society and exiled opposition enabled some continued democratic
activism abroad, while inside the country, NGOs and opposition faced
criminalization. In Russia, regime control over public narratives stifled
dissent and leveraged sanctions for nation-building rhetoric, though local
protest persists and the long-term social consequences remain uncertain.4

4 |lya Makarov & Irina Mirkina, “Sanctions Evasion and Economic Adaptation in Russia:
2022-2023 Outcomes,” in Europe-Asia Studies, vol. 76, no. 1, 2024, pp. 53-79.

46 Natalia Sannikova, “Civil Society Under Pressure: Humanitarian Risks of Belarus Sanctions
in 2023,” in Journal of Human Rights Practice, vol. 16, no. 2, 2024, pp. 201-219.

47 European Council, “Sanctions Against Russia and Belarus: Internal Debates and Decision-
Making,” 2024, https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/policies/sanctions/internal-debate/.

48 Novaya Gazeta, “Repression and Protest in Russia: A Human Rights Perspective,” 2023,
https://novayagazeta.eu/articles/2023/06/10/repression-and-protest.
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Multilateral Coordination and Evasion: Effective coordination with
the US, UK, and Canada amplified the reach and legitimacy of sanctions,
but differences in timing, legal frameworks, and coverage allowed for
circumvention. Both regimes exploited such gaps, developing alternative
payment systems, cryptocurrencies, and new trade routes.* See Table 2 for
a comparative summary of key factors in the EU’s sanctions regimes against
Russia and Belarus.

Table 2: Summary of EU Sanctions on Russia and Belarus, 2014-2024

Factor Russia Belarus

. Large, diversified, resource- Small, less diversified,
Economic Scale . .

rich dependent on Russia
Sanctions Major but adapted: GDP drop, Immediate revenue loss,
Impact rapid adjustments high vulnerability
EU Policy Challenged by energy, trade Greater unity, but some
Coherence interests humanitarian carve-outs
Civil Society Increased repression, some Severe repression, but
Response adaptation vibrant diaspora
. L Greater Russian

Regime Import substitution, non- .

. . dependence, regime
Adaptation Western trade, evasion .

survival

Multilateral Strong but with loopholes and Generally strong, less
Coordination timing gaps global evasion risk

Table compiled from EU Council Decisions, European Commission reports, and SWIFT data.

The variation in outcomes is shaped by differences in regime type,
economic integration, adaptation strategies, and EU internal dynamics. The
comparative lens thus demonstrates the potential and limits of EU sanctions as
normative policy tools. While effective at signalling commitment and imposing
costs, sanctions have rarely achieved transformative political change in the
absence of broader diplomatic, economic, and civil society engagement.

49 European Parliamentary Research Service, “Sanctions Policy Coordination: EU and G7
Approaches,” 2024,
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document/EPRS_BRI1(2024)123456.
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Discussion, Limitations, and Policy Implications

The EU’s use of sanctions against Russia and Belarus reveals both the
strengths and paradoxes of normative power in the international system.
Sanctions are most effective as instruments of signalling, coalition-building,
and long-term norm assertion, rather than as direct levers for regime
transformation. Their value lies in reinforcing legal principles, expressing
solidarity, and shaping expectations. Yet, their credibility and impact
depend on consistent enforcement, internal coherence, multilateral
coordination, and the avoidance of double standards.

This study faces limitations, including the difficulty of establishing
direct causality between sanctions and outcomes due to intervening
variables such as domestic politics, commodity markets, and third-country
interventions. Data on humanitarian impacts and civil society responses,
especially from within authoritarian states, is often incomplete or contested.
The research primarily draws on secondary and publicly available sources;
further fieldwork and confidential EU deliberations would provide greater
nuance. Future research should employ mixed methods to better assess both
direct and indirect effects.

Policy recommendations for the EU include:

Tighten enforcement and harmonize monitoring across member

states

Prioritize “smart” sanctions, regularly consulting civil society and

humanitarian actors

Enhance strategic communication, countering regime propaganda

and explaining EU objectives

Expand support for independent media, NGOs, and exiled

communities

Institutionalize regular impact reviews and adaptive measures

Strengthen coordination with international partners and address

internal divisions

Ongoing research should probe the long-term societal impacts of
sanctions, evolving adaptation strategies by authoritarian regimes, and the
integration of sanctions with broader foreign policy tools.
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Conclusion

The EU’s deployment of sanctions against Russia and Belarus stands
as a pivotal demonstration of its ambition to act as a global normative power,
defending human rights, democracy, and the rule of law through peaceful
yet assertive means. Throughout the past decade, these measures have
evolved from targeted asset freezes and travel bans to large-scale sectoral
sanctions and unprecedented financial restrictions, often coordinated with
transatlantic partners. This multilevel approach has enabled the EU to react
swiftly to violations of international norms and to present a united front with
allies, thereby reinforcing the international legal order and supporting the
Ukrainian and Belarusian people.

Yet, the comparative analysis highlights that the effectiveness of EU
sanctions is inherently limited by both external and internal constraints.
Externally, Russia’s scale, resource endowment, and strategic alliances have
blunted the most severe effects of sanctions, while Belarus’s deepening
dependence on Moscow has enabled the regime to weather economic shocks
and resist liberalizing pressures. Internally, the EU’s need for unanimity and
the diverse interests of member states—particularly regarding energy, trade,
and humanitarian concerns—have often led to policy fragmentation,
enforcement gaps, or delayed responses. As a result, while sanctions have
imposed substantial economic costs and signalled strong normative
commitments, they have not succeeded in compelling meaningful political
change or curtailing authoritarian repression.

The unintended consequences—such as the entrenchment of

authoritarian regimes, humanitarian hardships for ordinary citizens, and the
rise of sanctions circumvention networks—underscore the importance of
policy calibration and continuous review. It is clear that sanctions alone
cannot substitute for a comprehensive foreign policy that includes robust
diplomatic engagement, sustained support for civil society, and innovative
tools to counter authoritarian adaptation.
Looking forward, the EU must enhance its mechanisms for impact
assessment, engage more systematically with local and international
partners, and ensure that restrictive measures remain both targeted and
humane. Continued research on the societal impacts and long-term
effectiveness of sanctions will be essential for refining the EU’s approach and
upholding its role as a credible actor in international affairs.
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