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Abstract 

Since 2014, the United States has been imposing sanctions on the Venezuelan government in 

an attempt to accomplish foreign policy goals that would be beneficial to its geopolitical 

interests in the region and help the Venezuelan people in the process. This research offers a 

comprehensive empirical analysis of these sanctions. It aims to identify the effects of US 

sanctions in Venezuela, as intended by the foreign policy goals of the United States, and to 

measure the effectiveness of sanctions in accomplishing these goals. Additionally, this research 

seeks to explain the geopolitical strategy of US sanctions as seen through the lens of 

geoeconomic theory. It will detail the US intensions of generating regime change, restoring 

democracy, and improving human rights in Venezuela. More specifically, it will reveal the role 

of sanctions in acting as a geopolitical tool to fulfill these intentions. Ultimately, the research 

will show how sanctions and companion policies are intended to improve the US-Venezuela 

relationship that has declined since the time of Hugo Chavez.  
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Introduction 

 

Sanctions have long been an active tool in the field of geopolitics. They have been used to 

accompany military goals, boost national security, change regimes, condemn human rights 

violations, and punish countries for international law violations. They often serve as an 

alternative to military action – a tool for achieving foreign policy goals without dropping 

bombs or sending in troops. While sanctions are becoming a more common foreign policy tool 

in the modern world, their efficacy is debatable. This research focuses on the use of sanctions 

by the United States against Venezuela in the past six years. I will analyze the US foreign 

policy goals regarding Venezuela and determine the effectiveness of sanctions in 

accomplishing these goals.  

 

In the past decade, Venezuela has fallen into a severe economic crisis that is widely deemed a 

result of economic mismanagement by the Venezuelan government. At the same time, 

Venezuelan President Nicolás Maduro and his predecessor Hugo Chavez have used harsh 

rhetoric against the United States and US ‘imperialism’ in the Americas. In response to these 

two developments, the US has imposed sweeping economic sanctions. The sanctions target the 

Maduro regime for the violation of human rights, the undermining of democratic institutions, 

and the illegal use of Venezuelan funds. With these sanctions, the US hopes to accomplish 

various foreign policy objectives and alter the status quo in Venezuela. The sanctions are being 

used at a time when Venezuela is in dire need of economic aid, so their deployment can seem 

counterintuitive at first.  

 

In this research, I want to focus on the effects and efficacy of economic sanctions. More 

specifically, to what degree sanctions in Venezuela are accomplishing the foreign policy goals 

of the US. I will break down the cause and effect relationship the US hopes to achieve with 

these sanctions, then compare this with the current effects we are witnessing. I will also analyze 

the sanctions through the broader perspective of geoeconomics.  

 

There have been a number of theoretical studies that focus on US involvement in Latin America 

and a number of case studies that focus on sanctions as a foreign policy tool, but no studies that 

take a comprehensive analytical approach to US sanctions in Venezuela. While various theories 

could be used to explain these US sanctions, geoeconomics is the most precise. In his famous 
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article “From Geopolitics to Geo-Economics: Logic of Conflict, Grammar of Commerce,” 

Edward Luttwak defines geo-economics and explains that methods of commerce are displacing 

military methods in world affairs.1 More recently, the book War by Other Means: 

Geoeconomics and Statecraft further develops Luttwak’s initial theory and applies it to the 

modern world. I will use Luttwak’s theory of geo-economics, in addition to the ideas in War 

by Other Means, to frame the US strategy of using economic sanctions in Venezuela.  

 

Two main research questions will be answered in this study: What does the US want to 

accomplish with sanctions in Venezuela? How effective are US sanctions in Venezuela? 

Although the US has imposed a number of sanctions on Venezuela over time, this study will 

focus on sanctions during the presidency of Nicolás Maduro. It is under Maduro that Venezuela 

has fallen into a severe economic crisis. The sanctions that have been imposed on Venezuela 

have often specifically targeted the actions of his regime. My goal will be to establish a clear 

explanation of the effects the US wants to achieve with these sanctions and to use empirical 

evidence to rate the level of effectiveness that has been achieved.  

 

The first chapter of this study is a literature review and theoretical background in which I focus 

on sanctions as a foreign policy tool. First, I will look at previous research that has been done 

on the effects and efficacy of sanctions. I will mainly refer to two studies: an initial study by 

Gary Clyde Hufbauer and Jeffrey J. Schott on economic sanctions in US foreign policy,2 and 

an updated book, Economic Sanctions Reconsidered, in which Hufbauer, Schott, and two 

additional authors take a case study approach to analyzing sanctions.3 In these studies, the 

authors have created a model to analyze the purposes, effects, and effectiveness of sanctions in 

foreign affairs. They have also developed theories on what makes sanctions effective. During 

the literature review, I will also refer to other formal studies on the effects of sanctions as 

foreign policy tools. Following this review, I will explain the geopolitical theory that best 

describes the role of sanctions in international relations. I will focus on the theory of geo-

economics by Edward Luttwak, which best explains the role of sanctions in foreign affairs.  

 

                                                      
1 Edward N. Luttwak, “From Geopolitics to Geo-Economics: Logic of Conflict, Grammar of Commerce,” The 

National Interest No. 20 (1990): 125. 
2 Gary Clyde Hufbauer and Jeffrey J. Schott, “Economic Sanctions and U.S. Foreign Policy,” PS 18, no. 4 

(Autumn 1985): 727-735. 
3 Gary Clyde Hufbauer et al., Economic Sanctions Reconsidered: 3rd Edition (Washington, DC: Peterson 

Institute for International Economics, 2007). 
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In the second chapter, I will define my methodology and explain the empirical approach that I 

will use to answer my research questions. I will be conducting a within-case comparative study 

where the studied case is the US sanctions episode against the Maduro regime, and the 

individual elements are the various sanctions. The within-case microanalysis will focus on each 

round of sanctions imposed by the US, separated by year. The variables I will consider for each 

microanalysis are political and economic. By analyzing the changes in these variables for each 

set of sanctions, I will have enough empirical evidence to establish a conclusion.  

 

The third chapter will serve as the main analysis where I conduct my research using the given 

methodology. In this chapter, I will present and analyze the information that will be used to 

answer the aforementioned research questions. First, I will provide a brief history of US-

Venezuela relations. This history will help explain how the US eventually arrived at the 

strategy of imposing economic sanctions. Next, I will provide a descriptive analysis of the 

sanctions. By analyzing the speeches, press conferences, and official statements from US 

Departments and US Presidents, I will be able to clearly define the desired effects of US 

sanctions. Once the effects are clear, I will measure their efficacy using the methodology 

mentioned above.  With this methodology, I will be able to rate the efficacy of US sanctions 

using empirical evidence and thus, answer my research questions. To conclude, I will explain 

the results through the lens of geoeconomics. 

 

Several research limitations are important to note before moving into the next section. First, it 

is important to note that sanctions are not the only foreign policy tools being used by the US in 

Venezuela. The US has officially recognized a new interim president as head of state, and they 

have even offered money for information leading to the arrest of Nicolás Maduro. Therefore, 

a good deal of subjective evaluation will be required to establish whether effects were achieved 

strictly through sanctions or, rather, by a combination of sanctions and other means. The 

methodology will take this into account. Second, it is important to note that I, as a US citizen, 

run the risk of research bias. I have taken active measures to approach the topic from an 

unbiased perspective and stick to empirical evidence. Finally, it can be difficult to establish a 

clear ‘effect’ of the sanctions in Venezuela because this sanctions episode is not yet over. The 

sanctions are still active, and the target is still in play. By sticking to the research model, I will 

be able to reach valuable conclusions despite these limitations. 
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My research slightly changed from my initial proposal in one principle way. Instead of focusing 

on overall geopolitical effects, I decided to focus on the effects of sanctions as intended by the 

United States. Originally, I had planned to look at the overall effects, including immigration 

patterns, regional relations with bordering countries, and bigger geopolitical shifts. After 

reading further into the topic, I realized this approach was too broad and those effects have too 

many confounding factors. I decided to refocus on effects as US foreign policy goals after 

reading Economic Sanctions Reconsidered. The book provided a detailed method for analyzing 

the effects and effectiveness of sanctions, and I found this method to be more appropriate for 

the topic. Along with this book, I found other academic resources that were more relevant to 

the topic, so I used them instead of some of my initial literary sources. Aside from these 

changes, I generally stuck with my proposal to focus on history, changes in Venezuelan politics 

and economy, and conclusions based on these changes.  

 

1. Literature Review & Theory 

 

This review will provide the needed background information on the topic of sanctions and their 

role in geopolitics. I will define the concept of sanctions and the keywords related to sanctions 

policies. Then, I will explain their role in foreign relations. In this section, I largely refer to the 

works of Gary Clyde Hufbauer, Jeffrey J. Schott, and their colleagues.4 5 These authors have 

taken a thorough methodological approach to defining, analyzing, and explaining the efficacy 

of sanctions. After defining terms and explaining the role of sanctions in foreign relations, I 

will explain their role in geopolitical theory through the lens of Edward N. Luttwak’s geo-

economics.6 The review will familiarize the reader with the concept of sanctions and their 

geopolitical role in the world. It is also important to note that in my analysis section (chapter 

3) I will refer to statements by US presidents, statements by US departments, and wording in 

Executive Orders, as well as reports and polls by CRS, World Bank/IMF, CSIS, CFR, research 

centers, and economic forecasters to gather data on the effects of US sanctions in Venezuela.  

 

 

                                                      
4 Gary Clyde Hufbauer and Jeffrey J. Schott, “Economic Sanctions and U.S. Foreign Policy,” PS 18, no. 4 

(Autumn 1985): 727-735. 
5 Gary Clyde Hufbauer et al., Economic Sanctions Reconsidered: 3rd Edition (Washington, DC: Peterson 

Institute for International Economics, 2007). 
6 Edward N. Luttwak, “From Geopolitics to Geo-Economics: Logic of Conflict, Grammar of Commerce,” The 

National Interest (1990): 125-130. 
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1.1 The conceptualization of sanctions 

 

What is a sanction? At its most basic level, a sanction can be defined as a “punishment a country 

(or group of countries) puts on another country.”7 For this paper, however, I will be focusing 

on sanctions as geoeconomic tools and form a more thorough definition based on legal and 

academic studies. There is no common definition of sanctions in public international law. 

Rather, there are different descriptions of the forms that sanctions take and the effects they’re 

intended to have. International sanctions can appear in various forms including economic 

sanctions, military sanctions, financial sanctions, travel restrictions, transport restrictions, 

cultural sanctions, and diplomatic sanctions.8 According to the United Nations, sanctions can 

take the forms of “comprehensive economic and trade sanctions” or “arms embargoes, travel 

bans, and financial or commodity restrictions.”9 The intended effects of sanctions include the 

peaceful transitions of governments, promotion of non-proliferation, protection of human 

rights, and condemnation of illegal behavior.10 In search for a more encompassing definition, 

I referred to a study by the Council on Foreign Relations and a key book in my research, 

Economic Sanctions Revisited, which both define economic sanctions. The study by CFR 

defines economic sanctions as, “the withdrawal of customary trade and financial relations for 

foreign- and security-policy purposes,”11 while Economic Sanctions Revisited defines them as, 

“the deliberate, government-inspired withdrawal, or threat of withdrawal, of customary trade 

or financial relations”12 and “a tool for coercing target governments into particular avenues of 

response.”13 Although each of these descriptions get closer to a full definition, they still don’t 

give a fully encompassing description of the term. Therefore, in this paper I will use my own 

definition: A sanction is an economic or political punishment imposed upon a nation, 

organization, or individual, in order to condemn an illegal act, illicit a change in behavior, or 

accomplish a foreign policy objective.  

 

                                                      
7 “Soleimani: What are sanctions and why do countries use them?” BBC Newsbeat, January 6, 2020, 

https://www.bbc.com/news/newsbeat-45128837. 
8 Laura Magdalena Trocan, “Sanctions in Public International Law,” Dny práva – Days of Law: the Conference 

Proceedings, 1st edition, Brno: Masaryk University, 2009, ISBN 978-80-210-4990-1.  
9 “Sanctions,” United Nations Security Council, accessed May 18, 2020, 

https://www.un.org/securitycouncil/sanctions/information. 
10 “Sanctions,” United Nations Security Council, accessed May 18, 2020. 
11 Jonathan Masters, “What Are Economic Sanctions?” Council on Foreign Relations, Last updated August 12, 

2019. 
12 Hufbauer et al., Economic Sanctions Reconsidered, 3. 
13 Hufbauer et al., Economic Sanctions Reconsidered, 5. 
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There are four main levels of sanctions in the international arena, which are classified as 

comprehensive, targeted, selective, and smart. Comprehensive sanctions can prohibit all 

commercial activity, blocking the target government and imposing broad-based trade 

sanctions.14 They are designed to coerce policy changes in a target country, but they often cause 

collateral damage to the population of the country at the same time.15  The enduring and 

fluctuating US embargo of Cuba that has been in place since 1958 is a clear example. At its 

highest point, the embargo prevented trade, travel, business activities, and other activities with 

Cuba. Targeted sanctions, on the other hand, aim for more concentrated effects.16 They focus 

on individuals, organizations, or companies, rather than entire countries or industries. For 

example, the US has targeted specific individuals in Venezuela who are directly linked to 

Maduro in hopes that they will defect from his regime. Selective sanctions involve restrictions 

on particular products or financial flows.17 An example would be a restriction on public and 

private lending to a target country with no restriction on trade.18 Smart sanctions are the most 

recent genre of international sanctions. They combine elements of targeted and selective 

sanctions with alternative actions. They are designed to achieve foreign policy goals without 

damaging the overall economy or causing a severe impact on the general population.19  The 

smart sanctions ‘toolkit’ includes targeting individuals, companies and organizations; creating 

restrictions on certain products; relying on arms embargoes and travel bans; freezing assets; 

and imposing selective banking sanctions.20 The concept of smart sanctions has become 

increasingly popular21 and I would argue that it is the policy being used by the US in Venezuela.  

 

There are several other sanctions-related terms that are important to note. Sanctions come in 

episodes, referred to as a sanctions episode.22 A sanctions episode is a defined time period in 

which the goals of the sanctions are meant to be achieved. It starts when a sender country first 

threatens sanctions and it ends when the target country significantly changes its policies or 

when the sanctions are lifted.23  In this study, I will focus on the sanctions episode that began 

                                                      
14 U.S. Department of the Treasury, “OFAC FAQs: General Questions - 10,” accessed March 3, 2020, 

https://www.treasury.gov/resource-center/faqs/Sanctions/Pages/faq_general.aspx#basic. 
15 Hufbauer et al., Economic Sanctions Reconsidered, 138. 
16 Hufbauer et al., Economic Sanctions Reconsidered, 138. 
17 Hufbauer et al., Economic Sanctions Reconsidered, 138. 
18 Hufbauer et al., Economic Sanctions Reconsidered, 138. 
19 Masters, “What are Economic Sanctions?” 2019. 
20 Hufbauer et al., Economic Sanctions Reconsidered, 138. 
21 Masters, “What are Economic Sanctions?” 2019. 
22 Hufbauer et al., Economic Sanctions Reconsidered, 43. 
23 Hufbauer et al., Economic Sanctions Reconsidered, 48. 
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in 2014 and is currently active. The sender country, or “sender,” is the country or organization 

that serves as the main author of the sanctions episode.24 The target country, or “target,” is the 

country that is the object of the sanctions episode.25 In this paper, the United States is the sender 

and Venezuela is the target. Although other countries have supported the sanctions policies of 

the US, the US is the principal author of these sanctions and therefore it is the sender. The 

target of their sanctions is Venezuela. Although many of the sanctions target individuals and 

organizations, they are all intended to accomplish foreign policy goals in Venezuela, making 

the entire country the target.  

 

1.2 The use of sanctions as a foreign policy tool 

 

A number of studies on sanctions have been made in the past decades and they often attempt 

to explain the efficacy of sanctions as foreign policy tools. When cases are studied on an 

individual basis, authors are led to the belief that sanctions are either very effective or very 

ineffective in accomplishing the goals of a nation. For this reason, I chose to focus on the 

research of Gary Clyde Hufbauer and Jeffrey J. Schott, who have analyzed 174 cases since 

WWI and generated conclusions through these studies. By gathering and comparing data from 

every case, the authors were able to analyze sanctions as a whole. They created a model of 

analysis and applied it to each individual case. Using this database of information, they were 

able to find commonalities and form a general explanation of the goals, effects, and 

effectiveness of sanctions.  

 

Sanctions come in various forms:26 

 

Export controls: Banning or limiting certain exports being sent from the sender country to the 

target country. These can focus on one or more exported products.  

Import restrictions: Banning or limiting certain imports being imported from the target 

country to the sender country. These can focus on one or more imported products.  

Impediment of financial flows: Restricting the flow of commercial finance, limiting credits, 

denying access to markets, banning international transactions, or withholding bilateral 

financial aid. 

                                                      
24 Hufbauer et al., Economic Sanctions Reconsidered, 43. 
25 Hufbauer et al., Economic Sanctions Reconsidered, 44. 
26 Hufbauer et al., Economic Sanctions Reconsidered, 44-48. 
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Asset Freezes: Freezing the assets of the target country that are located in the sender country. 

These freezes can be directed at individuals, organizations, enterprises, or countries.  

Visa blocks / Travel bans: Blocking visas and imposing travel restriction on specific 

individuals or all citizens of a target country. 

 

This variety of tools is used to inflict financial and trade costs on the target country or on 

individuals within the country. Sometimes they will target the country as a whole, if the sender 

believes it is necessary to illicit change. Recently, more focused sanctions are becoming 

popular because they target the individuals, organizations, or regimes guilty of condemned 

behavior, and limit the economic impact on the individual citizens of the target country. 

Furthermore, sanctions often come in combinations. A sender will typically use more than one 

of these tools to inflict costs on the target and accomplish its foreign policy goals. Sanctions 

may also be reinforced with other diplomatic and military tools.  

 

The foreign policy goals of sanctions are as follows:27 

 

Modest/limited change in a target country’s policy: This category uses less severe sanctions 

to make changes in the target country. It includes sanctions that aim to improve human rights, 

stop drug-trafficking, and condemn support of terrorist groups. 

Regime change: A sender country imposes sanctions to change the regime of the target 

country. The sanctions can be aimed at the whole country, or at individuals and organizations 

involved with the regime. 

Disruption of military adventure: Sanctions are imposed to impede the target’s military 

adventures (not counting major wars). These sanctions often come as a prelude to forceful 

action.  

Impairment of military potential: Sanctions are imposed to deprive the economic resources 

of the target country’s military in order to reduce its strength or prevent it from gaining access 

to nuclear weapons.  

Major change in target country’s policy: These sanctions condemn various behaviors. They 

can be used to condemn a country for supporting an already-sanctioned country. They can also 

target countries for violations of international sovereignty. Some examples include sanctions 

                                                      
27 Hufbauer et al., Economic Sanctions Reconsidered, 52-53, 66-73. 
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to abolish apartheid in South Africa and sanctions by the Arab League against the US for their 

support of Israel in the October War.  

 

When looking at these foreign policy goals, one thing is clear – sanctions are intended to have 

both political and economic effects. Politically, a sender may try to accomplish several changes 

within the target country. They may intend to change the target regime, change the target’s 

policies, improve human rights, encourage a shift towards (or re-establish) democracy, end 

wars, block coups, stop weapons proliferation, or deter the development of nuclear weapons. 

Economically, a sender may try to impede the target country to condemn negative behavior or 

interfere with harmful policies that require financing. The level of effectiveness depends on a 

number of factors.  

 

1.3 Determining the efficacy of sanctions 

 

The efficacy, or effectiveness, of sanctions is a complex subject to analyze. Instead of labeling 

a sanctions episode as either “effective” or “ineffective,” one must measure efficacy on a scale. 

The scale must take into account the type of goal sought, the history between the acting parties, 

and the methods used to deploy the sanctions. It also must be recognized that sanctions often 

come as an addition to other foreign policies. The use of sanctions could accompany diplomatic 

withdrawals, international condemnation, and military maneuvers. The works of Hufbauer, 

Schott, and their colleagues focus on several variables, which will be analyzed in this study. I 

will further explain theses variables in the methodology chapter. The authors also provide a 

scale for measuring the efficacy of sanctions in accomplishing foreign policy goals. In addition, 

they have written a set of “commandments” and “suggestions” that explain how sanctions can 

be most successful. This research will all be used to help answer the research questions of this 

paper.  

 

The efficacy of sanctions can be determined by defining the foreign policy goal of a specific 

sanctions episode, then measuring the contribution of sanctions in achieving that goal. To 

measure the contribution of sanctions, one must focus on political variables and economic 

variables. The political variables include the health and stability of the target country, the 

relations between the countries prior to sanctions, the involvement of the international 

community in supporting the sender, the involvement of the international community in 
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supporting the target, and the use of companion policies.28 The economic variables include the 

cost of sanctions to both countries, the trade linkage between the countries, the ratio of their 

GNP values, and the types of sanctions deployed.29 By analyzing these variables in a sanctions 

episode, one will have a clearer image of how sanctions play a role in achieving foreign policy 

goals.  

 

The scales for measuring the success of sanctions focus on two questions: What was the result 

of the foreign policy goal? How much did sanctions contribute in achieving this goal? The 

answers to the first question range between failed outcome, unclear but possibly positive 

outcome, positive outcome (partial realization), or successful outcome.30 The answers to the 

second question range between negative contribution, little or no contribution, substantial 

contribution, or decisive contribution.31 These answers will be further explained in the 

methodology chapter but one thing is clear: measuring the success of sanctions requires a 

considerable amount of subjective evaluation. 

 

In order to further explain the success (or failure) of sanctions episodes, Hufbauer and Schott 

created a list of the nine “commandments” for successful sanctions in their original 1985 study. 

They later modified this in their most recent update of the study and narrowed the list to seven 

“recommendations.” The authors have concluded that these seven recommendations tend to 

increase the level of success of sanctions episodes. They are as follows:32 

 

1. Don’t Bite Off More Than You Can Chew – Sanctions rarely bring about 

major changes. In cases where senders are trying to accomplish big goals, the 

economic impact may appear strong but that often doesn’t mean a change in 

political outcome. Sanctions with modest foreign policy goals tend to be more 

effective.  

2. Friends Are More Likely to Comply than Adversaries – It sounds strange, but 

sanctions are most effective when aimed against allies and close trading partners 

because they have more to lose, both diplomatically and economically.  

                                                      
28 Hufbauer and Schott, “Economic Sanctions,” 729-730. 
29 Hufbauer and Schott, “Economic Sanctions,” 730. 
30 Hufbauer et al., Economic Sanctions Reconsidered, 49-50. 
31 Hufbauer et al., Economic Sanctions Reconsidered, 50. 
32 Hufbauer et al., Economic Sanctions Reconsidered, 162-178. 
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3. Beware Autocratic Regimes –Democratic regimes are more open to change than 

autocratic regimes. It is far more challenging to change the behavior of oppressive 

leaders, because they are less willing to bend to external pressure and more willing to 

shift the burden of sanctions onto their own people.   

4. Slam the Hammer, Don’t Turn the Screw – Sanctions are most effective when 

employed with full force. While most leaders prefer a gradual approach to deploying 

sanctions, the evidence shows that this is typically less effective. The longer it takes to 

build up sanctions, the more time the target has to adjust its strategy and build alliances.  

5. More Is Not Necessarily Merrier – Creating a larger coalition of sender countries 

doesn’t necessarily make sanctions more effective. It can often reduce the effectiveness 

because all sender countries have to come to agreements before taking action, and this 

can be a long process. Generally, having more international cooperation tends to work 

better in high policy cases. It helps isolate the target country, boost moral inducement, 

and reduce foreign backlash.  

6. Choose the Right Tool for the Job – Often times, companion measures are necessary. 

In certain cases, sanctions are more useful as a tool to signal disapproval or to increase 

pressure on the target. When aiming for regime changes and high policy goals, 

sanctions often require additional foreign policy tools to make an impact.   

7. Don’t Be a Cheapskate or a Spendthrift – Imposing sanctions requires the sender 

country to find a cost balance. The sender needs to offset the costs imposed on domestic 

constituencies and allies in order to maintain support. At the same time, the sender 

needs to make sure the costs for the target are heavy enough to induce change.  

 

Moving forward, the literature referred to in this study has helped establish an effective model 

for analyzing sanctions. An analysis must look at the foreign policy goals of the sanctions in 

order to establish an aim and a target for success. The analysis must also focus on the 

individuals, organizations, regimes, countries, and other entities being targeted by the 

sanctions. In addition, the analysis must consider a variety of variables when measuring the 

contribution of sanctions to the overall accomplishment of foreign policy goals. If the 

sanctions, in the end, turn out to be effective (or ineffective), the literature provides a recipe 

for sanction success that can be referred to in order to explain the outcome.  
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1.4 Theoretical background 

 

Before explaining the methodology, it is important to answer one more question: Why use 

sanctions in the first place? There are various tools in the geopolitical armory that a country 

may choose from. In more extreme cases - when a country feels threatened or foresees a lethal 

national security risk - a country may turn to war and armed conflict. Armed warfare is the 

ultimate use of force, where a country deploys soldiers or carries out military campaigns to 

fulfill its foreign policy objectives. On the opposite end of the spectrum, there are soft 

geopolitical tools. These tools include soft power tactics and verbal condemnation in 

international organizations. These are often used when there is a low threat, or when a country 

has little interest in the issue it is condemning. Sanctions lay somewhere in the middle of this 

spectrum. Sanctions are not lethal enough to directly end lives, but also not so weak that a 

country sees little consequence. They have the ability to target specific actions and impose less 

harm on the innocent civilians of a nation. Due to this level of pressure and decrease of 

collateral damage, sanctions have become a more common foreign policy tool in the realm of 

geopolitics. As sanctions are mainly economic, the geopolitical theory that best explains them 

is geo-economics.33 

 

In 1990, Edward N. Luttwak wrote an essay in The National Interest where he coined the term 

geo-economics.34 In the essay, he defines geo-economics as “the admixture of the logic of 

conflict with the methods of commerce,”35 and describes a shift in world behavior, where states 

and blocs of states are displacing military methods with economic methods. He explains that 

states act geoeconomically because of what they are: “spatially-defined entities structured to 

outdo each other on the world scene.”36  In addition to his theoretical definition, Luttwak 

explains some of the geoeconomic tools used by states. These tools include economic 

regulation, revenue extraction, benefit payments, technology financing, and infrastructure 

configuration.37 States will replace military threats and alliances with these tools (in addition 

to other economic methods) in order to influence the policies of other states. In more detail he 

                                                      
33 The hyphenated term geo-economics will be interchangeably used with its unhyphenated version 

geoeconomics in this paper. 
34 Luttwak, “From Geopolitics to Geo-Economics: Logic of Conflict, Grammar of Commerce,” The National 

Interest (1990) 125-130. 
35 Luttwak, “From Geopolitics to Geo-Economics,” 126. 
36 Luttwak, “From Geopolitics to Geo-Economics,” 126. 
37 Luttwak, “From Geopolitics to Geo-Economics,” 126-127. 
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gives examples, explaining that, “fiscal policy can be profitably used so as to place imports at 

a disadvantage; regulations, benefits, services, and infrastructures can all be configured to favor 

domestic interests in various ways; and, of course, the provision of state funds for domestic 

technological development is inherently discriminatory against unassisted foreign 

competitors.”38 Much of Luttwak’s paper explains the relationship between the state and its 

own economic interest groups. He describes an internal shift, where states will increasingly 

need to make decisions based on the interests of domestic non-governmental economic actors. 

While he certainly illustrates the shift from the military to the economic, he is brief in his initial 

assessment and leaves room for other scholars to develop the theory.  

 

Perhaps the most influential study on geoeconomics following Luttwak is the book War by 

Other Means: Geoeconomics and Statecraft written by Robert D. Blackwill and Jennifer M. 

Harris.39 It further explains the role of geoeconomics in world politics, focusing more on 

foreign relations rather than domestic policy. It also gives a more detailed description of the 

various tools available in the geoeconomic toolbelt. The authors define geoeconomics simply 

as, “the use of economic instruments for geopolitical purposes.”40 In practice, geoeconomics 

focuses on tools like trade and sanctions for geopolitical reasons rather than economic 

purposes. For example, a geoeconomic viewpoint of trade would look at a trade deal as a way 

to advance a country’s geopolitical interests in the world, rather than a way to make money. It 

is the most suitable theory for the current geopolitical landscape of the world for three reasons. 

First, world leaders are currently more drawn to economic tools for projecting influence than 

in the past; second, the great powers have vastly more economic resources at their disposal; 

and third, current markets have more influence over the foreign policy decisions of nations 

than ever before.41 

 

The geoeconomic tools available to states include trade policy, monetary policy, investment 

policy, economic assistance, cyber methods, currency manipulation, debt forgiveness, and 

most of all, economic sanctions.42 Depending on the economic strength of a country, these 

                                                      
38 Luttwak, “From Geopolitics to Geo-Economics,” 126. 
39 Robert D. Blackwill and Jennifer M. Harris, War by Other Means: Geoeconomics and Statecraft (Cambridge, 

Massachusetts; London, England: Harvard University Press, 2016). 
40 Robert D. Blackwill and Jennifer M. Harris, “War by Other Means: Geoeconomics and Statecraft,” interview 

by Richard N. Haas, Council on Foreign Relations, May 25, 2016, video, 45:51, https://www.cfr.org/event/war-

other-means-geoeconomics-and-statecraft-0. 
41 Blackwill and Harris, War by Other Means, 33-37. 
42 Blackwill and Harris, War by Other Means, 49-92. 
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tools can be used to advance foreign policy goals and tilt the balance of power in one’s own 

favor. They are becoming increasingly popular for stronger countries like the US and China 

because they are subtle, yet impactful. Sanctions policies and investment decisions draw much 

less attention than bombs and coup attempts. In addition, the economic coffers of these great 

powers are much deeper than before, allowing states to make geoeconomic maneuvers that 

previously would’ve been avoided. For example, the US can now use economic sanctions to 

influence countries who oppose them, because the US economy is strong enough to offset 

domestic costs.43 This allows it to make an impact while softening the claims of ‘US 

imperialism’ and ‘US world police’ that followed CIA-backed coups in the 70s and 80s or 

military interventions in the Middle East. Another example is China’s willingness to threaten 

trade relations with countries who oppose Chinese domestic policies. Just recently, the 

Norwegian Prime Minister met with the Dalai Lama and soon after, Norway’s trade relations 

with China tanked.44 The wide variety of economic tools being used for geopolitical purposes 

makes geoeconomics the best geopolitical theory to explain US sanctions in Venezuela.  

 

The role of sanctions in geoeconomic theory is quite important. In the realm of geoeconomics, 

sanctions are one of the most commonly used tools. According to geoeconomic theory, two 

main variables determine the effectiveness of sanctions: domestic market size and global 

market share.45 This refers to a country’s value as a trading partner and importance in 

international markets. For example, the influence of the US dollar in the world economy makes 

US sanctions more influential46 and the Russian monopoly over natural gas in Europe47 could 

add leverage to Russian sanctions in the region. Blackwill and Harris go as far as defining US 

dollar strength as the strongest systemic chokepoint with sanctions.48 Nevertheless, sanctions 

are also linked to traditional military and diplomatic strands of foreign policy.49 They are most 

effective when supported by other tools of statecraft. For example, if a sender has a strong army 

and deploys sanctions as a precursor to military action, the target will be more likely to submit 

to the sender’s will. The overall results of sanctions have been mixed because often times target 

countries “prefer near-term economic costs over longer-term geopolitical ones.”50 As a whole, 

                                                      
43 Blackwill and Harris, War by Other Means, 39-40. 
44 Blackwill and Harris, “War by Other Means: Geoeconomics and Statecraft.” 
45 Blackwill and Harris, War by Other Means, 58. 
46 Blackwill and Harris, War by Other Means, 58-59. 
47 Richard Ericson, “Eurasian Natural Gas Pipelines: The Political Economy of Network Independence,” 

Eurasian Geography and Economics, 50:1 (2009): 28-57. 
48 Blackwill and Harris, War by Other Means, 58-59. 
49 Blackwill and Harris, War by Other Means, 36. 
50 Blackwill and Harris, War by Other Means, 59. 
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geoeconomic theory seems to portray sanctions as the best middle-ground tool in the 

geoeconomic toolbox. On that note, I will now explain my methodology for defining the effects 

and determining the efficacy of US sanctions in Venezuela.  

 

Methodology 

 

2.1  Research Design & Methodology 

 

My research design will be set up as an intensive, within-case comparative study where the 

studied case is the US sanctions episode against the Maduro regime, and the individual 

elements are the various sanctions. The within-case microanalysis will focus on each round of 

sanctions imposed by the US, separated by year. I will first analyze the situation in Venezuela 

the year prior to sanctions, then monitor how the variables have changed following the 

implementation of sanctions. By concentrating on a wide set of variables that relate to the goals 

of the sanctions, I will be able to identify noticeable effects (or lack thereof).  

 

The variables I will consider for each microanalysis are political and economic. The political 

variables include the companion policies to the sanctions, extent of international cooperation, 

involvement of international actors, international assistance to Venezuela, warmth of pre-

sanctions relations between the US and Venezuela, the Venezuelan opinion on Maduro, the 

number of defectors from the Maduro regime, the human rights and democracy scores of 

Venezuela, and the political character of the Venezuelan government. The economic variables 

include the cost on Venezuela as a percentage of GNP, the changes in US-Venezuela 

commercial relations, the US-Venezuela trade linkage, the relative economic size of the two 

countries, the Venezuelan GDP, the Venezuelan inflation rate, the Venezuelan unemployment 

rate, and the Venezuelan poverty level. By monitoring each of these variables, I will be able to 

recognize changes and identify confounders. For each year, I will display the information in a 

chart and explain the significant details. 

 

To clarify, each sanctions policy will serve as an independent variable, evaluated by year. For 

example, the first set of sanctions can be identified as S1. As more sanctions are imposed, the 

previous sanctions will still apply. Therefore, in 2017, when the next round of sanctions is 

imposed, the independent variable will change to S1+2. By the time the final sanctions come 
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into play in 2019, the independent variable will be S1+2+3+4+5+6+7. This shows that, in total, there 

have been seven rounds of sanctions during the full sanctions episode. The dependent variables 

will be the political and economic variables mentioned above. I will monitor their changes by 

year. By the end, there should be a clear view of the effects.  

 

I will utilize a wide variety of sources to gather the data necessary for this analysis. To interpret 

the US foreign policy goals placed within the sanctions, I will analyze statements of US 

Presidents, statements and press releases of relevant US departments (Treasury and State), and 

texts of Executive Orders. To measure the effects and identify changes in the dependent 

variables, I will rely on several resources: reports by the Congressional Research Service 

(CRS); economic data from the World Bank (WB) and International Monetary Fund (IMF); 

analyses by the Center for Strategic and International Studies (CSIS) and the Council on 

Foreign Relations (CFR); reports by Human Rights Watch (HRW); the Human Freedom Index; 

the Democracy Index by the Economist Intelligence Unit (EIU); the Corruption Perception 

Index (CPI) by Transparency International; polling and reports by various research centers; 

and analyses by economic forecasters. Some of this information is difficult to access, as the 

Venezuelan government hasn’t been fully transparent and polling methods tend to vary. Having 

said that, I will rely on the most reputable sources for the data in this study and omit certain 

data if it is unreliable.  

 

Following the within-case analysis, I will display my dataset as a large chart and a series of 

graphs that monitor the different variables year-by-year. By analyzing the changes in the 

dependent variables for each year of sanctions, I will have enough empirical evidence to 

establish a conclusion about the sanctions’ efficacy. This conclusion will be interpreted using 

the model in Economic Sanctions Reconsidered. The level of efficacy will be given a “success 

score,” created by multiplying two elements: the policy results and the sanctions contribution. 

These two elements will be judged on a scale of 1 to 4. The lower the number, the less 

successful the policy result and the smaller contribution of sanctions to the overall outcome. 

The policy results range between failed outcome, unclear but possibly positive outcome, 

positive outcome (partial realization), or successful outcome.51 The sanctions contribution 

ranges between negative contribution, little or no contribution, substantial contribution, or 

                                                      
51 Hufbauer et al., Economic Sanctions Reconsidered, 49-50. 
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decisive contribution.52 The definitions of each result are further explained in Table 1. Once I 

have assigned a value to each variable, I will multiply them. A score of 9 or higher will be 

considered a “successful” outcome. Once the outcome has been judged, I will explain my 

conclusions. I recognize that this model of analysis requires a great deal of subjective 

evaluation. To overcome this, I will rely on the views of other analysts and the previous case 

studies by other scholars to make an accurate analysis.  

 

Table 1: Policy Results and Sanctions Contribution Scores 

 

Foreign Policy Results 

1 Failed outcome An outcome where no foreign policy goals are 

achieved. In this outcome, sanctions can even result in 

the opposite of the foreign policy goals.   

2 Unclear but possibly positive outcome Often the outcome when a sanctions episode is ongoing 

but showing some effectiveness in accomplishing 

foreign policy goals.  

3 Positive outcome (partial realization) The outcome when a sanctions episode ends and some 

(not all) foreign policy goals are accomplished or 

certain goals are realized to a degree.  

4 Successful outcome The outcome when a sanctions episode ends, and the 

foreign policy goals are largely or entirely realized.  

Sanctions Contribution 

1 Negative contribution A situation where sanctions induce negative changes in 

the target country - sanctions that contribute to the 

opposite effect of foreign policy goals.   

2 Little or no contribution A situation where sanctions cannot be attributed to the 

accomplishment of foreign policy goals or when 

sanctions have had little success in altering behavior.  

3 Substantial contribution A situation where sanctions make a substantial 

contribution to the accomplishment of foreign policy 

goals and significantly alter the behavior of the target.  

4 Decisive contribution A situation where sanctions can be largely or entirely 

accredited for accomplishing the foreign policy goals 

of the sender. 

 

Own analysis based on Economic Sanctions Reconsidered 

 

 

 

 

                                                      
52 Hufbauer et al., Economic Sanctions Reconsidered, 50. 
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Analysis 

 

3.1 History of US-Venezuela relations 

 

A brief history of US-Venezuela relations will help set the background for the current sanctions 

episode. Before the presidency of Hugo Chavez, the US and Venezuela had a relatively stable 

relationship that revolved around US interest and willingness to invest in Venezuelan oil. Vast 

quantities of Venezuelan oil were originally discovered in 1922.53 Then- dictator General Juan 

Vicente Gomez responded by opening the country to foreign oil companies and elevating 

Venezuela to the world’s second-biggest petroleum exporter.54 Many of those foreign oil 

companies belonged to the US, so the US government made an effort to maintain steady 

relations and turn a blind eye to the dictatorial nature of Venezuelan governance at the time. 

By 1958, Venezuela shifted towards democracy – a move which was widely praised.55 The 

following years saw relatively steady relations between the US and Venezuela, despite events 

like the 1979 OPEC oil embargo.56 US oil companies were able to maintain contracts and 

ownership over a large quantity of Venezuelan oil reserves.57 Although relations between the 

two countries were stable, Venezuelan democracy was slowly eroding due to corruption, failed 

institutions, and social polarization.58 59 Eventually, this political erosion set the stage for Hugo 

Chavez’s rise to power. When Chavez first came to power, he started to reassert sovereignty 

over the Venezuelan oil reserves and the US-Venezuela relationship changed.  

 

After an unsuccessful attempt to gain power by coup d’état in 1992, Hugo Chavez was 

eventually democratically elected as President of Venezuela in 1998. He rose to power through 

a strong political movement (Movimiento Quinta República) outside of the country’s two-party 

                                                      
53 Rocio Cara Labrador, “Venezuela: The Rise and Fall of a Petrostate,” Council on Foreign Relations, Last 

updated January 24, 2019, https://www.cfr.org/backgrounder/venezuela-crisis. 
54 Patrick J. Kiger, “How Venezuela Fell From the Richest Country in South America into Crisis,” History, May 

9, 2019, https://www.history.com/news/venezuela-chavez-maduro-crisis. 
55 Kiger, “How Venezuela Fell,” 2019. 
56 Kiger, “How Venezuela Fell,” 2019. 
57 Louis Turner, “The Oil Majors in World Politics,” International Affairs 52, no. 3 (1976): 368-380, 

https://doi.org/10.2307/2616551. 
58 Mark Szuchman, “Understanding the Venezuelan Crisis,” (lecture, GMALL Lectures from Green Mountain 

Academy for Lifelong Learning, Dorset, VT, October 9, 2019), 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=n2btqBd85D8&t=70s. 
59 Julia Buxton, “Venezuela’s Contemporary Political Crisis in Historical Context.” Bulletin of Latin American 

Research 24, no.3 (2005): 329. 
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system, where he echoed Venezuela’s Bolivarian past and promised a new Venezuela, free 

from the chains of the Punto Fijo ‘politics of exclusion’ (1958-1998)60 and Western 

imperialism.61 He promised a series of social policies that would help decrease poverty and 

eliminate corruption,62 and he started by redrafting the Venezuelan constitution in 1999, 

supported by a democratic referendum.63 He continuously vowed to reduce US economic 

influence and US imperialism in South America,64 deteriorating the previous US-Venezuela 

relationship that had existed in the past. After facing some setbacks early on in his presidency, 

he regained the support of the population. One of the setbacks was an attempted coup in 2002, 

which was later proven to be supported by the Bush Administration.65 This dealt another blow 

to the US-Venezuela relationship. Surviving the attempted coup, Chavez continued running 

the country. He spent years eroding Venezuela’s democratic institutions through de jure and 

de facto maneuvers66 and building relations with Cuba’s Fidel Castro, a forceful opponent of 

US influence in Latin America. Castro supported Chavez’s socialist agenda and helped 

improve Venezuela’s education and health sectors in exchange for oil.67 He also provided 

military and intelligence officials to help strengthen and build loyalty within Venezuela’s 

army.68 Together, Chavez and Castro built a stronger coalition against the US. Although 

Chavez was able to help Venezuela on a number of social and economic fronts, he failed to 

diversify the Venezuelan economy during his years in power69 and his predecessor inherited a 

crisis which would overwhelm the country.  

 

Chavez’s predecessor, Nicolás Maduro, became the acting president when Chavez died in 

2013. Although Maduro was endorsed by Chavez and vowed to carry on his legacy, he lacked 

the same charisma.70 He also faced a severe economic crisis when oil prices dropped in 2014.71 

                                                      
60 Buxton, “Venezuela’s Contemporary Political Crisis,” 329-330. 
61 Szuchman, “Understanding the Venezuela Crisis.” 
62 Buxton, “Venezuela’s Contemporary Political Crisis,” 338-340. 
63 Encyclopædia Britannica, “Venezuela,” Encyclopædia Britannica Inc., January 12, 2020. 
64 Steve Ellner, “Hugo Chávez's First Decade in Office: Breakthroughs and Shortcomings,” Latin American 

Perspectives 37, no.1 (2010): 85. 
65 Ciara Nugent, “Why the Threat of U.S. Intervention in Venezuela Revives Historical Tensions in the Region,” 

Time, January 25, 2019, https://time.com/5512005/venezuela-us-intervention-history-latin-america/. 
66 Szuchman, “Understanding the Venezuela Crisis.” 
67 Julio Borges, “Cuba Has Hijacked Venezuela,” The New York Times, April 10, 2019, 
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68 Borges, “Cuba,” 2019. 
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With the decline in the oil market and noted mismanagement of the economy,72 inflation rose 

dramatically, GDP plummeted, and prices of basic daily necessities began to soar.73 Dissent 

towards the Maduro regime grew and Maduro responded by taking a series of actions to stay 

in power. He replaced judges in the supreme court with those loyal to him, he attempted to 

strip the National Assembly of its powers, he created a new National Constituent Assembly to 

re-write the Constitution in his favor, and he continuously imposed military measures to 

suppress the opposition.74 At the same time, he continued to lambast the US for its political 

and economic interference in Venezuelan affairs. These foreign and domestic actions have a 

tendency to illicit a US response, so, in addition to verbal condemnation, the US passed the 

Venezuela Defense of Human Rights and Civil Society Act, formally condemning the 

Venezuelan government’s human rights violations. Following this legislation, the US began 

imposing a series of sanctions on Venezuela, and US-Venezuela relations reached a new low. 

The situation between the two countries has continued to spiral downwards to the present day. 

  

3.2 Analysis of US sanctions in Venezuela 

 

In the analysis of US sanctions in Venezuela, it is important to draw attention to when the 

sanctions were put in place and what they were targeting. Sanctions have occurred under the 

presidencies of George W. Bush, Barack Obama, and Donald Trump. During Bush’s 

presidency, sanctions were directed at issues related to terrorism and drug-trafficking. During 

the Obama and Trump presidencies, the sanctions increasingly focused on the Maduro regime. 

These sanctions have targeted individuals, entities, and the current Venezuelan government. 

Due to this change of direction, my analysis will focus on the latter set of sanctions. I will not 

be addressing the sanctions during Bush’s presidency because they belong to a different 

sanctions episode. By the end of this section, the US foreign policy goals and intended effects 

of the current sanctions episode will be clear.   

 

During the presidency of Barack Obama, Nicolás Maduro became president of Venezuela and 

the current sanctions episode began. The rise in sanctions were strongly tied to the increased 

repression of those who opposed and protested the Maduro regime, and to the passing of the 
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Venezuela Defense of Human Rights and Civil Society Act of 2014 by Congress. This law 

“requires the President to impose sanctions (asset blocking and visa restrictions) against those 

whom the President identifies as responsible for significant acts of violence or serious human 

rights abuses or anyone who has ordered the arrest or prosecution of a person because of the 

person’s legitimate exercise of freedom of expression or assembly.”75 President Obama 

responded to this Congressional Act by issuing Executive Order (E.O.) 13692 in 2015, 

implementing the law and targeting those who undermine democracy, violate human rights, 

limit the freedoms of expression and assembly, or participate in corruption within the 

government of Venezuela.76 In 2015, the Treasury Department imposed sanctions, freezing the 

assets of six Venezuelan security forces and a prosecutor who repressed student-led 

protesters.77 Sanctions under the Obama Administration signaled a shift towards protecting 

human rights and condemning the lack of democratic behavior by the Maduro regime.  

 

Once Donald Trump became president, the sanctions dramatically increased. They began to 

target Nicolás Maduro, his supporters, and his financial resources, including PdVSA 

(Venezuela’s state-owned oil company), Minerven (Venezuela’s state-owned gold-mining 

company), petromoneda (Venezuela’s cryptocurrency), and Venezuelan banks. Citing 

Obama’s E.O. 13692, Trump imposed sanctions on Nicolás Maduro and his family, the senior 

members of his regime, eight supreme court judges, the leaders of Venezuela’s defense forces, 

certain state governors, the director of the central bank, and other individuals.78 He also issued 

six other Executive Orders that permit the Treasury and State departments to sanction a variety 

of companies and individuals. By using these sanctions to target PdVSA, Minerven, 

petromoneda, and Venezuela’s central bank, the Trump Administration has been attempting to 

cut off Maduro’s financial resources. The logic is that if Maduro has no money, he will be 

forced out of power.79  The US is not able to block all financial resources but, through these 

sanctions, they are able to freeze US assets, restrict visas, and prohibit US individuals and 

companies from engaging in transactions with targeted Venezuelan entities (see Table 2).80 
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One other important source is worth mentioning, and it is particularly relevant to the 

geopolitical aspect of this paper. In 2018, then National Security Advisor John Bolton gave 

some remarks on the Trump Administration’s policies in Latin America. His statements 

highlighted a contrast between two different forces in Latin America: the US and its partner 

countries like Colombia, Brazil, Mexico, and Argentina who are committed to free-market 

principles and open, transparent governance; and the governments of Cuba, Venezuela, and 

Nicaragua, who govern with “the destructive forces of oppression, socialism, and 

totalitarianism.”81 He went on to describe Cuba, Venezuela, and Nicaragua as “The Troika of 

Tyranny in this Hemisphere.”82 He mentioned Venezuelan sanctions briefly, saying they target 

Maduro loyalists, corrupt Venezuelan economic sectors, and forces that undermine democratic 

institutions.83 Throughout the speech, it was implied that sanctions were being used to promote 

the interests of the US and its allies, while stifling the interests of Cuba, Venezuela, and 

Nicaragua. This was an important message regarding the geopolitical aims of the US sanction 

policies.  

 

Table 2: Current sanctions episode in Venezuela 

 

Executive 

Order 

Year Targeted Individuals & Entities Restrictions 

13692 2015 Individuals who undermine democracy, violate 

human rights, limit the freedoms of expression 

and assembly, or participate in corruption within 

the government of Venezuela. So far, 144 

individuals have been sanctioned, including: 

Nicolás Maduro; his family; Venezuelan 

security forces; Executive Vice President Delcy 

Rodriguez; Diosdado Cabello (Socialist party 

president); eight supreme court judges; the 

leaders of Venezuela’s army, national guard, and 

national police; the director of the central bank; 

and the foreign minister. 

Asset blocking and visa 

restrictions.  

13808 2017 The Venezuelan Government, PdVSA, and any 

entities owned or controlled by the Venezuelan 

Government.  

Prohibits access to the U.S. 

financial markets, with certain 

exceptions to minimize the 

impact on the Venezuelan 

people and U.S. interests. 

                                                      
81 John R. Bolton, “Remarks by National Security Advisor Ambassador John R. Bolton on the Administration’s 

Policies in Latin America,” The White House, November 2, 2018. 
82 Bolton, “Remarks,” 2018. 
83 Bolton, “Remarks,” 2018. 
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13827 2018 Any digital currency, digital coin, or digital 

token, that was issued by, for, or on behalf of the 

Government of Venezuela on or after January 9, 

2018. Mainly targeted petromoneda (Petro).  

Prohibits transactions with 

these entities.  

13835 2018 Government of Venezuela Prohibits transactions related 

to the purchase of Venezuelan 

debt, including accounts 

receivable, and to any debt 

owed to Venezuela pledged as 

collateral. 

13850 2018 Any person determined to operate in the gold 

sector (or any other sector of the economy as 

determined in the future by the Secretary of the 

Treasury) or to be responsible for or complicit in 

transactions involving deceptive practices or 

corruption and the Venezuelan government. This 

includes individuals/entities involved with a 

currency exchange corruption scheme; 

individuals/entities involved with siphoning 

money from Venezuela’s emergency food 

distribution system; the president of the state 

gold mining company; PdVSA; Minerven; and 

some foreign companies who aided these 

individuals/entities.  

This E.O. blocks the assets of 

these individuals and prohibits 

certain transactions with them.  

13857 2019 Government of Venezuela – this was made to 

clarify the focus on Maduro’s Government, as 

opposed to the newly recognized government of 

Juan Guaidó.  

Redefines the term 

“Government of Venezuela” 

in the previous E.O.’s to focus 

on supporters of the Maduro 

Regime and those the U.S. 

considers harmful to 

Venezuela. 

13884 2019 Government of Venezuela Blocks property and interests 

in property that are in the U.S. 

 
Own analysis based on E.O.s 13692, 13808, 13827, 13835, 13850, 13857, 13884, and Seelke, “Venezuela: Overview,” 2020. 

 

 

 

In the statements by US departments, statements by US presidents, and texts of Executive 

Orders, different suggestions can be found about the effects of these sanctions. The various 

effects are linked to the reasons for imposing the sanctions.  For example, sanctions that target 

drug-trafficking related issues might attempt to reduce the exports of drugs while sanctions that 

target Maduro’s generals might attempt to urge them to defect. This section will provide 

clarification as to the aim of the current sanctions episode. 

 

The statements by the US State Department (DOS) and US Department of the Treasury (DOT) 

are usually linked, even using identical verbiage on occasion. I mainly referred to the State 

department’s webpage on Venezuela-related sanctions in order to access these statements and 
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find similarities.84 The only statement about the decision to impose sanctions in 2015 under the 

Obama Administration refers to three effects: demonstrating the US commitment to advance 

respect for human rights, safeguarding democratic institutions, and protecting the US financial 

system.85 Unlike 2015, there are many statements about the effects of US sanctions imposed in 

2017, 2018, and 2019. After looking through the database and reading the various remarks and 

releases, I found several effects that were commonly mentioned. The most common phrase 

was, “U.S. sanctions need not be permanent; they are intended to change behavior.”86 87 88 To 

interpret what ‘change behavior’ means, one can look at the other proposed effects. These 

include showing US commitment to restoring Venezuela’s democracy and democratic 

processes;89 influencing individuals to break from Maduro’s regime;90 imposing a financial toll 

on Maduro loyalists;91 protecting financial assets of the Venezuelan people;92 preventing 

Maduro and other corrupt actors from enriching themselves at the expense of the people;93 and 

creating the conditions for the restoration of democracy.94 In summary, the DOS and DOT 

propose that sanctions will, in the end, isolate the Maduro regime and protect and restore 

democracy in Venezuela.  

 

The statements by President Obama and President Trump often match the statements by the 

DOS and DOT. In reading their statements and briefings, I looked for parallels with the given 

departments. According to the White House, the decision of the Obama Administration to 

sanction the seven individuals involved in human rights violations had no intended effect on 

Venezuela as a country; the only effect was to condemn the actions of the seven individuals by 

                                                      
84 U.S. Department of State, “Venezuela-Related Sanctions: Remarks and Releases,” Accessed January 10, 

2020.  
85 U.S. Department of State, “Venezuela-Related Sanctions: Archives 2009-2017,” Department of the Treasury, 

Accessed January 12, 2020.   
86 U.S. Department of the Treasury, Press Release, “Treasury Targets Influential Former Venezuelan Official 

and His Corruption Network,” May 18, 2018. 
87 U.S. Department of State, Media Note, “The United States Imposes Sanctions on Venezuelan Individuals and 

Entities,” Office of the Spokesperson, September 25, 2018. 
88 U.S. Department of the Treasury, Press Release, “Treasury Sanctions Venezuela’s State Gold Mining 

Company and its President for Propping Up Illegitimate Maduro Regime,” March 19, 2019. 
89 U.S. Department of the Treasury, Press Release, “Treasury Sanctions the President of Venezuela,” July 31, 

2017. 
90 U.S. Department of the Treasury, Press Release, “Treasury Sanctions Ten Venezuelan Government Officials,” 

November 9, 2017. 
91 U.S. Department of the Treasury, Press Release, “Treasury Targets Venezuelan President Maduro’s Inner 

Circle and Proceeds of Corruption in the United States,” September 25, 2018. 
92 Michael R. Pompeo, Press Statement, “Sanctions Against PDVSA and Venezuela Oil Sector,” U.S. 

Department of State, January 28, 2019.  
93 Pompeo, Press Statement, 2019.  
94 U.S. Department of State, Media Note, 2018.  
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freezing their US assets and preventing US persons from doing business with them.95 The 

Administration was simply following the regulations of the Venezuela Defense of Human 

Rights and Civil Society Act of 2014 and discouraging this type of behavior. Nevertheless, the 

seven individuals were top members of Venezuela’s military, intelligence, and police forces,96 

which function under the command of Nicolás Maduro, the commander-in-chief. Although the 

rhetoric of the sanctions did not target Maduro specifically, it sent a warning to him and his 

followers that democratic subversion and human rights violations would not go unpunished.  

 

Contrary to the Obama Administration, the Trump Administration has cited numerous intended 

effects of US sanctions in Venezuela. In 2017, Trump reiterated the US commitment to restore 

a fair democracy in Venezuela.97 The White House released a fact sheet stating that by 

imposing sanctions, Trump intends to “disconnect Maduro and his cronies from their revenue 

sources, while preserving critical assets for the future of Venezuela.”98 Additionally, Trump 

said in a multilateral meeting that the sanctions intend to “prevent Maduro and his enablers 

from accessing the U.S. financial system” and “close down every avenue by which Maduro 

sustains his criminal and totalitarian rule.”99 The various statements by Obama and Trump 

reiterate three intended effects of the sanctions: to restore democracy in Venezuela, isolate 

Maduro’s regime, and preserve financial assets for the Venezuelan people.  

 

Along with official statements, I looked at the texts of the Executive Orders to see the effects 

that were mentioned. I found that no effects were mentioned in the Executive Orders. In fact, 

the texts of the E.O.s suggest that the sanctions are the effect (the dependent variable), and the 

actions of those being sanctioned are the cause (the independent variable). That being said, one 

could assume that by applying these sanctions, the US government is hoping that the targeted 

individuals and entities will alter their condemned behavior so as to avoid the punishments of 

the sanctions. 

 

                                                      
95 The White House, Conference Call, “Background Conference Call on the President’s Executive Order on 

Venezuela,” Office of the Press Secretary, March 9, 2015. 
96 The White House, Office of the Press Secretary, “FACT SHEET: Venezuela Executive Order,” March 9, 

2015. 
97 Donald J. Trump, “Statement from President Donald J. Trump,” The White House, July 17, 2017. 
98 The White House, “President Donald J. Trump Supports the Venezuelan People’s Efforts to Restore 

Democracy in Their country,” Fact Sheets, January 29, 2019. 
99 Donald J. Trump, “Remarks by President Trump in a Multilateral Meeting on the Bolivarian Republic of 

Venezuela | New York, NY,” The White House, September 25, 2019. 
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With the various effects of US sanctions listed, several causal diagrams can be formed. The 

diagrams could get very specific, but I will make four generalized ones based on the statements 

and references above. The foreign policy goals will be worded in the manner that is utilized in 

Economic Sanctions Reconsidered100 for cohesive purposes.    

 

US sanctions in Venezuela → Regime change 

 

This is currently the main goal of the sanctions. The US intends to eliminate the Maduro 

government from Venezuela. The US government believes this can be accomplished by 

freezing assets and reducing the freedoms of certain individuals and entities that support 

Maduro. These include sanctions on Maduro government officials; the supreme court judges 

loyal to Maduro; the military generals who continue to support Maduro; the Venezuelan 

intelligence service; the state-owned companies that Maduro has used to funnel in money; 

Nicolás Maduro himself; and Maduro’s family. The US hopes that limiting the freedoms of 

these individuals and entities will cause them to defect, which has already been the case with 

the former head of the intelligence service.101 Ultimately, the US intends to use sanctions to 

force Maduro out and replace him with Juan Guaidó, who will serve as interim president until 

fair democratic elections can be established. With a US-friendly president in Venezuela, the 

US will be better situated to restore the US-Venezuela relationship, and it will be able to re-

open commercial relations with the most oil-rich nation in South America. For a long time, 

Venezuela has been outspoken in its opposition to US imperialism and it’s likely that the US 

wants to change this. 

 

US sanctions in Venezuela → Restore democracy 

 

The democratic institutions that existed between 1958 and 1998 have been eroded due to 

changes made by Chavez and Maduro. The US has said that by imposing sanctions, it will be 

showing support for democracy and democratic institutions, condemning non-democratic 

behavior, and restoring functional democracy in Venezuela.  

 

US sanctions in Venezuela → Improve human rights 

 

The human rights situation in Venezuela has been declining for years. Even during the era of 

Hugo Chavez, Human Rights Watch documented cases of intimidation, censorship, and 

                                                      
100 Hufbauer et al., Economic Sanctions Reconsidered, 20-33. 
101 Roberta Rampton, “U.S. lifts sanctions on Venezuelan general who broke with Maduro,” Reuters, May 7, 

2019, https://www.reuters.com/article/us-venezuela-politics-usa-pence/u-s-lifts-sanctions-on-venezuelan-

general-who-broke-with-maduro-pence-idUSKCN1SD2FF. 
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punishment of the political opposition.102 The constant persecution of political opponents, 

security force abuses against protestors, and poor prison conditions are but a few examples of 

human rights violations under the Maduro government.103 The sanctions imposed by the 

Obama and Trump administrations have both targeted the government for these violations. 

They hope that by applying pressure, the responsible authorities will stop committing human 

rights abuses.     

 

US sanctions in Venezuela → Protect economic assets of Venezuela* 

 

This is a new policy goal that was not mentioned in Economic Sanctions Reconsidered,* but it 

appeared several times in statements and legislation. The United States has suggested that by 

freezing the assets of state-owned companies like PdVSA and Minerven, they are protecting 

vital resources for the future of Venezuela. They argue that Maduro is using income from these 

resources to fund his regime. Ideally, the US will keep the assets frozen until Maduro steps 

down, and they will unfreeze them to be used by a new democratic government once 

democracy, as classified by the US, is restored in the country. This does not help the current 

economic crisis in Venezuela. Therefore, the US is simultaneously using other strategies to get 

financial aid directly to the Venezuelan people to offset the collateral impact on the Venezuelan 

economy.104  

 

These are the four causal diagrams that can be formed from the foreign policy goals of the US. 

The US hopes that sanctions will change the Maduro Regime, restore democracy in Venezuela, 

improve the human rights situation in Venezuela, and protect the economic assets of the 

Venezuelan people. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                      
102 Human Rights Watch, “Venezuela,” Accessed January 12, 2020, © Human Rights Watch 2020, 

https://www.hrw.org/americas/venezuela. 
103 Human Rights Watch, “Venezuela: Events of 2019,” World Report 2020, Accessed April 19, 2020, © 

Human Rights Watch 2020, https://www.hrw.org/world-report/2020/country-chapters/venezuela. 
104 Rendon and Price, Are Sanctions Working, 5. 
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3.3 Measuring the effects of US sanctions in Venezuela 

 

At this point I will analyze the changes in Venezuela during the time of the studied sanctions 

episode. In the previous section I mentioned seven different Executive Orders that have been 

issued to impose sanctions on Venezuela. Each set of sanctions has a variety of foreign policy 

objectives. Those objectives have now been summed up into four causal statements. The 

objectives are to change the Maduro regime, restore democracy, improve human rights, and 

protect economic assets. By analyzing a set of dependent variables, I will be able to monitor 

the effects of US sanctions in accomplishing the four foreign policy objectives. It is important 

to note that I will conduct my analysis by year, instead of by Executive Order. This is necessary 

because certain cases have arisen where a US President imposes sanctions that cite previous 

E.O.s. For example, Obama signed E.O. 13692 in 2015 but Trump used this same E.O. to 

impose sanctions on over 100 other individuals in later years. In addition, many of the 

dependent variables are updated on a yearly basis so it is more reasonable to monitor changes 

in this manner. I will start with 2014, the year prior to the sanctions episode, and analyze each 

year of imposed sanctions up to 2020. For each year, I will explain the sanctions that are in 

play and list the dependent variables in a chart. After each chart, I will give a brief analysis of 

the changes. In the following section, I will include a large chart that displays all of the data 

gathered. This data will then be used to draw conclusions. 
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2014 

Table 3A.1 Pre-Sanctions status of Venezuela: Political Variables 

Casea Executive 

Orders b 

Regime 

Of 

Venezuelac 

Maduro 

Approval 

Rating d 

Inter-

national 

Cooperatione 

International 

Assistance to  

Venezuela f 

Human 

Rights 

Score g 

Democracy 

Score h 

Corruption 

Score i 

Significant 

Defectors j 
Companion 

Policies k 

2014 N/A 2 34.75% N/A N/A 4.5 5.07 19 N/A N/A 

 

a. The case being focused on is the year. Various sanctions may apply depending on the year. The sanctions can 

refer to various Executive Orders. They also stack up, meaning that if a sanction is applied in 2015 it is still 

active in the following years.   

b. This refers to the Executive Orders that are being utilized to impose sanctions. 

c. Types of political regime are displayed as 1 = autocracy, 2 = anocracy, 3 = democracy.  

d. Maduro’s approval rating in Venezuela will be displayed as a percentage of those who support his presidency. 

The polling data will be taken from Datanálisis, Venezuela’s must reliable pollster. In years where the 

approval rating fluctuates on a monthly basis and data is available, I will calculate the average percentage.  

e. This indicates the degree of assistance received by the US in applying the sanctions. 

    1 = no cooperation, 2 = minor cooperation, 3 = modest cooperation, 4 = significant cooperation. 

f. International assistance to the target, indicated by an A, exists when another country (usually a major power) 

   extends significant economic or military assistance to the target country during a sanctions episode. In this 

sanctions episode, Venezuela has received continued support from Russia and Cuba, among others.  

g. Human rights score will be indicated based on the Human Freedom Index of 2019.105 The measurement of 

human rights averages personal freedom and economic freedom on a 0-10 scale. The lower the score, the 

lower the level of human rights in the country.  

h. Democracy score will be indicated using the annual Democracy Index reports by the Economist Intelligence 

Unit. This index scores a country’s level of democracy on a 0-10 scale based on 60 indicators. The lower the 

score, the lower the level of democracy. 

i. Corruption score is based on the Corruption Perception Index (CPI) by Transparency International.106 The 

index gives countries a corruption score based on 0-100 scale. The lower the score, the more corrupt the 

country is. 

j. Significant defectors are significant individuals who defect from the Maduro Regime. Numerous soldiers have 

defected, but only high-level officials will be mentioned in this section.   

k. Types of companion policies are listed as quasi-military operations (Q), derecognition of the head-of-state 

(D), recognition of a new head-of-state (R), withdrawal of diplomats (W), declaration of target as national 

security threat (T), Congressional condemnation (C), negotiating government transition (N), and offering 

money for the arrest of a head-of-state (M).  

** Note: sections c, e, f, and i are based on the rating systems from Economic Sanctions Reconsidered.107 All 

other section are case-relevant statistics that will be rated as mentioned above.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                      
105 Ian Vásquez and Tanja Porcink, The Human Freedom Index 2019, ISBN 978-I-948647-85-4 (Canada: Cato 

Institute, Fraser Institute, Friedrich Naumann Foundation for Freedom, 2019) 

https://www.cato.org/sites/cato.org/files/human-freedom-index-files/cato-human-freedom-index-update-3.pdf. 
106 “Corruption Perceptions Index,” Transparency International, 2020, https://www.transparency.org/en/cpi/. 
107 Hufbauer et al., Economic Sanctions Reconsidered, 77. 
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Table 3B.1 Pre-Sanctions status of Venezuela: Economic Variables 

Casea Targeted 

Entities b 

Cost to 

Target 

Country c 

Cost as 

Percent 

of 

GNP d 

Cost per 

Capita e 

Trade 

Linkage f 
GNP 

Ratio g 

Health 

and 

Stabilityh 

GDP 

Growth 

Rate i 

Inflation 

Rate j 
Poverty 

Level k 

Unemploy-

ment 

Rate l 

2014 N/A N/A N/A N/A 35.85 N/A 2 -3.9 68.5% 47% 6.7% 

 

a. The case being focused on is the year. Various sanctions may apply depending on the year.  

b. This refers to the entities that are being targeted by sanctions. This will be displayed as individuals (I), 

corporations (C), banks (B), the Venezuelan Government (V), and other financial sources (F). 

c. The cost to target is estimated in millions of current US dollars.  

d. Cost as a percentage of GNP is the cost to Venezuela expressed as a percentage of its GNP in the given year.  

e. Cost per capita is the cost to Venezuela divided by its population in the given year.  

f. Trade linkage equals the average percentage of Venezuelan exports to the US as a percentage of total 

Venezuelan 

   exports and imports from the US as a percentage of total Venezuelan imports. This is calculated using data 

from 

   The Observatory of Economic Complexity.108  

g. GNP ratio is the ratio of the US GNP to the Venezuelan GNP in the given year. 

h. This index, scaled from 1 to 3, measures Venezuela’s overall economic health and political stability. 1 = 

distress, 2 = significant problems, 3 = strong and stable 

i. The GDP growth rate is the real GDP Growth rate of that year as indicated by the IMF. 

j. The inflation rate refers to the average rate of inflation in Venezuela (end of period consumer prices) as 

indicated by the IMF. 

k. Poverty level refers to the percentage of Venezuelans living in poverty as indicated by ENCOVI (Encuesta 

Nacional de Condiciones de Vida de la Población Venezolana). I refer to their “total poverty” 

assessments.109  

l. Unemployment rate will be shown as a percentage of the labor force that is unemployed, as indicated by the 

     IMF.  

** Note: sections c, d, e, f, g, and h are based on the rating systems from Economic Sanctions Reconsidered.110 

All other section are case-relevant statistics that will be rated as mentioned above.  

***Note: There is no GNP data for the years of this sanctions episode. GNP often can’t be calculated until years 

into the future. Additionally, the Venezuelan government has not been transparent with economic data. 

Therefore, the economic factors that require GNP data will be marked as N/A.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                      
108 “Venezuela,” The Observatory of Economic Complexity, 2020, https://oec.world/en/profile/country/ven/. 
109 ENCOVI, Encuesta Nacional de Condiciones de Vida: 2019-2020, (Instituto de Investigaciones Económicas 

y Sociales (IIES), 2020), https://assets.website-

files.com/5d14c6a5c4ad42a4e794d0f7/5f03875cac6fc11b6d67a8a5_Presentación%20%20ENCOVI%202019-

Pobreza_compressed.pdf. 
110 Hufbauer et al., Economic Sanctions Reconsidered, 115. 
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In 2014, Venezuela experienced a series of events that eventually led to US sanctions in 2015. 

It is important to briefly analyze the data for this year, as it shows the status of Venezuela 

before the sanctions episode began. In this year, resistance towards the Maduro government 

started to grow. The economy was declining due to dropping oil prices and Maduro was not so 

adept at rallying support. Venezuelans went to the streets to protest the economic downturn. In 

response, Maduro sent security forces to suppress protestors and ordered the arrest of Leopoldo 

López, his main political opponent.111 During clashes in the streets, the security forces killed 

at least 43 Venezuelan citizens and injured many more.112 By December 2014, the Venezuelan 

Central Bank had confirmed that Venezuela was experiencing a severe recession with 

hyperinflation.113  

 

The numbers in Table 3A.1 and Table 3B.1 reflect the political and economic situation in 2014. 

Many factors are marked N/A because the sanctions episode had not begun, but some factors 

are notable. In this year, Venezuela already had a low human rights score of 4.5, ranking 158 

out of 162 countries,114 and a low corruption score at 19 out of 100,115 designating it a highly 

corrupt nation. On the EIU Democracy Index, Venezuela was still considered a ‘hybrid regime’ 

with a democracy score of 5.07 and an overall ranking of 100 out of 167 countries.116  The 

approval rating of Nicolás Maduro varied throughout the year, with an average of 34.75%.117 

In the economic realm, the recession and hyperinflation were beginning to show. GDP growth 

was down by 3.7%, inflation was at 68.5%, and the unemployment rate was relatively low at 

6.7% according to the IMF.118 In addition, poverty levels were already at 47% with 20.6% of 

the population at levels of extreme poverty.119 All in all, Venezuela was showing signs of low 

human rights, high corruption, weakened democracy, and a staggering economy. As the 

situation worsened, the US imposed its first sanctions on individuals.  

                                                      
111 Ernesto Londoño, “Leopoldo López, Venezuelan Political Prisoner, Is Released to House Arrest,” The New 

York Times, July 8, 2017, https://www.nytimes.com/2017/07/08/world/americas/venezuela-leopoldo-lopez-

political-prisoner.html. 
112 Rendon and Price, Are Sanctions Working, 3. 
113 Rendon and Price, Are Sanctions Working, 3. 
114 Vásquez and Porcink, The Human Freedom Index 2019, 371. 
115 “Corruption Perceptions Index,” Transparency International, 2020, https://www.transparency.org/en/cpi/ 
116 Economist Intelligence Unit, EIU Democracy Index 2014, Accessed June 10, 2020, 

http://www.eiu.com/Handlers/WhitepaperHandler.ashx?fi=Democracy-index-

2014.pdf&mode=wp&campaignid=Democracy0115. 
117 Datanálisis, Encuesta Nacional Ómnibus, May 2016, p.13, https://americanuestra.com/wp-

content/uploads/2016/06/Informe-Ómnibus-Mayo-Alcald%C3%ADa-de-Chacao1.pdf. 
118 IMF DataMapper (World Economic Outlook 2020: Venezuela; accessed January 10, 2020), 

https://www.imf.org/external/datamapper/profile/VEN. 
119 ENCOVI, Encuesta Nacional de Condiciones de Vida: 2019-2020, 4. 
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2015 

 

Table 3A.2 Status of Venezuela: Political Variables 

Casea Executive 

Orders b 

Regime 

Of 

Venezuelac 

Maduro 

Approval 

Rating d 

Inter-

national 

Cooperatione 

International 

Assistance to  

Venezuela f 

Human 

Rights 

Score g 

Democracy 

Score h 

Corruption 

Score i 

Significant 

Defectors j 
Companion 

Policies k 

2015 13692 2 25.2% 1 A 4.08 5.0 17 N/A T, C 

 

Table 3B.2 Status of Venezuela: Economic Variables 

Casea Targeted 

Entities b 

Cost to 

Target 

Country c 

Cost as 

Percent 

of 

GNP d 

Cost per 

Capita e 

Trade 

Linkage f 
GNP 

Ratio g 

Health 

and 

Stabilityh 

GDP 

Growth 

Rate i 

Inflation 

Rate j 
Poverty 

Level k 

Unemploy-

ment 

Rate l 

2015 I N/A N/A N/A 35.6 N/A 2 -6.2 180.9% 60.2% 7.4% 

 

2015 marks the first year of the US sanctions episode in Venezuela. In the previous year, the 

US Congress passed the Venezuelan Human Rights and Democracy Protection Act (H.R. 4587) 

that authorized the US President to impose sanctions in order to protect human rights and 

democracy in Venezuela. In 2015, President Obama decided to take action, issuing Executive 

Order 13692, which “targets (for asset blocking and visa restrictions) those involved in actions 

or policies undermining democratic processes or institutions; serious human rights abuses; 

prohibiting, limiting, or penalizing freedom of expression or peaceful assembly; and public 

corruption.”120 Sanctions were imposed on seven individuals (security force members and a 

prosecutor) connected to the violent suppression of peaceful protestors and included illustrative 

wording about human right violations and protection of democracy. The E.O. also deemed 

Venezuela a threat to US national security. In hindsight, this was a warning to Maduro that the 

undemocratic actions of his regime would not go unpunished. It signaled US willingness to 

take action in response to human rights violations in Venezuela.  

 

The numbers in Table 3A.2 and Table 3B.2 reflect the political and economic situation in 2015. 

At this point, there was only a slight negative change in the previously mentioned political 

variables - the human rights, democracy, and corruption scores all decreased by small margins. 

One of the more noticeable changes was Maduro’s approval rating, which dropped by almost 

10%.121 Additionally, Venezuela began to receive more support from external powers like 

Russia, Cuba, and China, while the US received support of other members of the international 

                                                      
120 Seelke, “Venezuela: Overview,” 2020. 
121 Datanálisis, Encuesta Nacional Ómnibus, May 2016, 13. 
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community, including the EU and certain Latin American countries. Economically, Venezuela 

continued to decline. GDP growth dropped another 2%, unemployment increased by nearly 

1%, and inflation increased exponentially to 180.9%.122 The poverty level also greatly 

increased to 60.2%, with extreme poverty at 29.8%.123 Meanwhile, the trade linkage between 

the US and Venezuela remained high with a score of 35.6. At this point, US sanctions only 

targeted individuals, so it is difficult to say whether they had any effect on the economy as a 

whole.  

2016 

 

Table 3A.3 Status of Venezuela: Political Variables 

Casea Executive 

Orders b 

Regime 

Of 

Venezuelac 

Maduro 

Approval 

Rating d 

Inter-

national 

Cooperatione 

International 

Assistance to  

Venezuela f 

Human 

Rights 

Score g 

Democracy 

Score h 

Corruption 

Score i 

Significant 

Defectors j 
Companion 

Policies k 

2016 13692 2 23.9% 2 A 4.13 4.68 17 N/A T, C 

 

Table 3B.3 Status of Venezuela: Economic Variables 

Casea Targeted 

Entities b 

Cost to 

Target 

Country c 

Cost as 

Percent 

of 

GNP d 

Cost per 

Capita e 

Trade 

Linkage f 

GNP 

Ratio g 

Health 

and 

Stabilityh 

GDP 

Growth 

Rate i 

Inflation 

Rate j 
Poverty 

Level k 

Unemploy-

ment 

Rate l 

2016 I N/A N/A N/A 36.25 N/A 1 -17 274.4% 82.8% 20.9% 

 

In 2016, Maduro continued to undermine Venezuelan democracy, but no new US sanctions 

were imposed. Until 2016, Maduro’s party had benefited from a majority in the Venezuelan 

National Assembly, the government’s legislative body. At the end of 2015, however, elections 

took place and the opposition to Maduro won a supermajority in the National Assembly.124 

Maduro knew this would be a threat to his presidency, so he stacked the courts with his loyalists 

right before the power transition occurred in the legislature.125 Once the new National 

Assembly was in place, they called for a referendum to remove Maduro from power. The 

referendum was approved by the National Election Council, but Maduro stonewalled the 

                                                      
122 IMF DataMapper (World Economic Outlook 2020: Venezuela; accessed January 10, 2020), 

https://www.imf.org/external/datamapper/profile/VEN. 
123 ENCOVI, Encuesta Nacional de Condiciones de Vida: 2019-2020, 4. 
124 William Neuman, “Venezuelan Opposition Claims a Rare Victory: A Legislative Majority,” The New York 

Times, December 6, 2015, https://www.nytimes.com/2015/12/07/world/americas/venezuela-elections.html. 
125 Diego Ore, “Venezuela’s outgoing Congress names 13 Supreme Court justices,” Reuters, December 23, 

2015, https://www.reuters.com/article/us-venezuela-politics/venezuelas-outgoing-congress-names-13-supreme-

court-justices-idUSKBN0U626820151223. 
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process and stopped the referendum from taking place.126 In addition to facing democratic 

impediments, Venezuela suffered from a continuously declining economy.    

 

The numbers in Table 3A.3 and Table 3B.3 reflect the political and economic situation in 2016. 

Based on the variables above, the political situation only slightly changed. The human rights 

score slightly increased, the democracy score slightly decreased, and the corruption score 

remained at 17. Maduro’s average approval rating remained low at 23.9%127 and he continued 

to receive international assistance from allies, including Russia and Cuba. The economic 

variables, however, continued to decline dramatically and reveal the severity of the Venezuelan 

crisis. The GDP growth rate went from -6.2 to -17, the inflation rate increased to 274.4%, and 

unemployment increased to 20.9%, more than double the previous year.128 In addition, the 

poverty level rose to 82.8% with 50.8% in extreme poverty.129 At this point, US sanctions still 

only targeted several individuals, so the impact was limited.  

 

2017 

 

Table 3A.4 Status of Venezuela: Political Variables 

Casea Executive 

Orders b 

Regime 

Of 

Venezuelac 

Maduro 

Approval 

Rating d 

Inter-

national 

Cooperatione 

International 

Assistance to  

Venezuela f 

Human 

Rights 

Score g 

Democracy 

Score h 

Corruption 

Score i 

Significant 

Defectors j 
Companion 

Policies k 

2017 13692 

13808 

2 21% 3 A 3.8 3.87 18 N/A T, C 

 

Table 3B.4 Status of Venezuela: Economic Variables 

Casea Targeted 

Entities b 

Cost to 

Target 

Country c 

Cost as 

Percent 

of 

GNP d 

Cost per 

Capita e 

Trade 

Linkage f 

GNP 

Ratio g 

Health 

and 

Stabilityh 

GDP 

Growth 

Rate i 

Inflation 

Rate j 
Poverty 

Level k 

Unemploy-

ment 

Rate l 

2017 I, V, C N/A N/A N/A 39.85 N/A 1 -15.7 862.6% 92.3% 27.9% 

 

In 2017, several big changes occurred and new sanctions were imposed on Venezuela. The first 

big change was the presidency of the United States. Donald Trump became president and he 

was more inclined to take harsher, bolder measures in his approach to foreign policy issues. 

                                                      
126 Szuchman, “Understanding the Venezuela Crisis.” 
127 Datanálisis, Encuesta Nacional Ómnibus, July 2017, 

https://www.scribd.com/document/354981596/Datanalisis-Informe-Omnibus-Julio-2017-ODH-

Consultores#from_embed. 
128 IMF DataMapper (World Economic Outlook 2020: Venezuela; accessed January 10, 2020), 

https://www.imf.org/external/datamapper/profile/VEN. 
129 ENCOVI, Encuesta Nacional de Condiciones de Vida: 2019-2020, 4. 
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Another big change was a bold action by Maduro in Venezuela. Maduro proposed the 

construction of a new ‘constituent assembly’ to replace the National Assembly and create a 

new constitution in order to solidify his power and suppress the opposition.130 Although he 

tried to put the idea to a vote, most people, including members of the National Assembly, 

refused to participate and voter turnout ranged from 11%-21%.131 The majority of Venezuelans 

did not want to legitimize this overreach of power, so they refused to participate. Venezuelans 

protested from April to July, during which time at least 124 were killed, 4,000 were injured, 

and 5,000 were arrested.132 These acts by the Maduro regime drew widespread criticism from 

the international community and eventually led to more sanctions. The US imposed E.O. 

13808, targeting the Venezuelan Government, PdVSA, and any entities owned or controlled 

by the Venezuelan Government. These sanctions imposed a wide prohibition on Venezuelan 

access to US markets.  

 

The numbers in Table 3A.4 and Table 3B.4 reflect the political and economic situation in 2017. 

First, Maduro’s approval rating was at an all-time low of 21%.133 Most Venezuelans 

disapproved of his leadership, and many were upset by his overreach of power in creating the 

new constituent assembly. Although the corruption score increased by one point,134 the human 

rights score decreased to 3.8.135 The EIU dropped Venezuela’s democracy score to 3.87 and 

recategorized the regime from ‘hybrid’ to ‘authoritarian.’136 International cooperation with the 

US increased as more leaders and organizations sided with the US, and Canada joined the US 

in imposing sanctions. Meanwhile, Russia, China, and Cuba continued to support Maduro and 

condemn the US for its involvement in Venezuelan affairs. Economically, the Venezuelan 

crisis to continued. The GDP growth rate was at -15.7, the unemployment rate rose to 27.9%, 

and the inflation rate catapulted to 862.6%.137 The poverty level increased as well, reaching 
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132 David Smilde, “Venezuelans want President Maduro out, but most would oppose foreign military 
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136 Economist Intelligence Unit, EIU Democracy Index 2017, Accessed June 15, 2020, 
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92.3% total poverty and 63.7% extreme poverty.138 As for the sanctions, they now targeted the 

government and state-owned industries, in addition to various individuals.  

 

2018 

 

Table 3A.5 Status of Venezuela: Political Variables 

Casea Executive 

Orders b 

Regime 

Of 

Venezuelac 

Maduro 

Approval 

Rating d 

Inter-

national 

Cooperatione 

International 

Assistance to  

Venezuela f 

Human 

Rights 

Score g 

Democracy 

Score h 

Corruption 

Score i 

Significant 

Defectors j 
Companion 

Policies k 

2018 13692 

13808 

13827 

13835 

13850 

2 21% 4 A N/A 3.18 18 N/A T, C 

 

Table 3B.5 Status of Venezuela: Economic Variables 

Casea Targeted 

Entities b 

Cost to 

Target 

Country c 

Cost as 

Percent 

of 

GNP d 

Cost per 

Capita e 

Trade 

Linkage f 

GNP 

Ratio 
g 

Health 

and 

Stabilityh 

GDP 

Growth 

Rate i 

Inflation 

Rate j 
Poverty 

Level k 

Unemploy-

ment 

Rate l 

2018 I, V, C, 

F, B 

N/A N/A N/A 46.05 N/A 1 -19.6 130600% 92.6% 35.5% 

 

In 2018, the US imposed more sanctions and became more creative in deciding who to target. 

This year also witnessed widely contested presidential elections in Venezuela, where Nicolás 

Maduro retained the presidency, winning nearly 68% of the votes139 despite a 21% approval 

rating.140 The Venezuelan National Assembly, along with many members of the international 

community, deemed these elections illegitimate and called for new ones. The economic and 

political situation in the country continued to decline and the US responded with new sanctions 

based on E.O.s 13827, 13835, and 13850. The sanctions targeted the government of Venezuela, 

individuals accused of improperly using Venezuelan funds, and the newly proposed 

petromoneda cryptocurrency. The US banned the purchasing of Venezuelan debt and blocked 

the assets of those whom the US Treasury determined to be engaging in corrupt activities and 

using the economic assets to benefit the Maduro regime.141 It is clear in the text of the Executive 

Orders that the US intended to isolate Maduro from his financial assets. The US government 

                                                      
138 ENCOVI, Encuesta Nacional de Condiciones de Vida: 2019-2020, 4. 
139 William Neuman and Nicholas Casey, “Venezuelan Election Won by Maduro Amid Widespread 

Disillusionment,” The New York Times, May 20, 2018, 

https://www.nytimes.com/2018/05/20/world/americas/venezuela-election.html. 
140 Smilde, “Venezuelans want President Maduro out,” 2019. 
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intended to keep Venezuela’s economic resources out of Maduro’s pockets, but this also meant 

limiting the Venezuelan peoples’ access to certain economic resources as well.  

 

The numbers in Table 3A.5 and Table 3B.5 reflect the political and economic situation in 2018. 

Those who had previously backed the US in its efforts to condemn the Maduro regime started 

to take firmer action – at this point, the US, Canada, EU, and certain countries in Latin America 

were imposing sanctions on Venezuela.142 Meanwhile, Maduro’s approval rating was still 

hovering around 21%.143 Many Venezuelans protested the presidential elections and refused to 

take part in them, believing they would be rigged. The democracy score was at an all-time low 

of 3.18 and the EIU continued to deem Venezuela a nation under authoritarian rule.144 The 

corruption score remained at 18.145 The human rights score is inaccessible because the most 

recent figures are from 2017, but future reports will likely show it decreasing, based on the 

pattern developing in previous years and the continuing human rights violations committed by 

the Maduro regime. As for the economy, the numbers show the severity of the Venezuelan 

crisis. GDP growth rate was down to -19.6%, unemployment was up to 35.5%, and the inflation 

rate reached an astonishing 130,600%.146 According to ENCOVI, the poverty level was at 

92.6%, with 76.5% living in extreme poverty.147 Along with these factors, it is interesting to 

note that trade linkage between the US and Venezuela had risen to its highest level in recent 

years. Venezuela increased its US imports by 25.3% since 2014.148  That being said, Venezuela 

increased its oil exports to China and India while decreasing its exports to the US.149 This year 

reveals that Venezuela was suffering from a worsening economy and a deteriorating 

democracy.  
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2019 

 

Table 3A.6 Status of Venezuela: Political Variables 

Casea Executive 

Orders b 

Regime 

Of 

Venezuelac 

Maduro 

Approval 

Rating d 

Inter-

national 

Cooperatione 

International 

Assistance to  

Venezuela f 

Human 

Rights 

Score g 

Democracy 

Score h 

Corruption 

Score i 

Significant 

Defectors j 
Companion 

Policies k 

2019 13692 

13808 

13827 

13835 

13850 

13857 

13884 

2 15.5% 4 A N/A 2.88 16 3 T, C, 

D, R, 

W 

 

Table 3B.6 Status of Venezuela: Economic Variables 

Casea Targeted 

Entities b 

Cost to 

Target 

Country c 

Cost as 

Percent 

of 

GNP d 

Cost per 

Capita e 

Trade 

Linkage f 

GNP 

Ratio g 

Health 

and 

Stabilityh 

GDP 

Growth 

Rate i 

Inflation 

Rate j 
Poverty 

Level k 

Unemploy-

ment 

Rate l 

2019 I, V, C, 

F, B 

N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A 1 -35 9590% 96.2% N/A 

 

2019 was the most substantial year for sanctions against Maduro and US-Venezuela relations 

as a whole. At the beginning of the year, the United States officially recognized National 

Assembly leader Juan Guaidó as Interim President of Venezuela, damaging the legitimacy of 

Maduro’s presidency.150 Over fifty countries backed the US in this decision, while Russia, 

China, Cuba, and few others supported Maduro. The additional sanctions imposed by the US 

derived from E.O.s 13857 and 13884, along with other sanctions referring to previous 

Executive Orders. E.O. 13857 redefined the “Government of Venezuela” in all previous E.O.s 

to focus on supporters of the Maduro Regime and those the US considers harmful to Venezuela. 

E.O. 13884 blocked the US-based property interests of the Maduro government and authorized 

action against those who support Maduro.151 The sanctions that referred to previous E.O.s 

targeted various individuals connected to the Maduro government, including Nicolás Maduro 

and his family. These updated sanctions and companion policies were meant to isolate Maduro 

both politically and financially. As these policies were implemented, momentum increased, 

and it seemed that the pressure would be sufficient to force Maduro out of office. By the end 

of the year, however, momentum had slowed, and Maduro still retained control over the 

country.  
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The numbers in Table 3A.6 and Table 3B.6 reflect the political and economic situation in 2019. 

Politically, Venezuela’s numbers continued to drop. According to Datanálisis polling, 

Maduro’s approval rating dropped to 15.5% in the wake of increased US sanctions and 

international backing of Juan Guaidó.152 The EIU continued to label the government an 

‘authoritarian regime,’ dropping its democracy score to 2.88 and ranking it 140 out of 167 

countries.153 Additionally, the corruption score decreased to 16.154 Perhaps the most significant 

political change was the number of significant defectors. Many soldiers had defected from the 

army over previous years, but three high-ranking members defected in 2019 – General 

Francisco Yanez, Col. José Luis Silva, and Manuel Ricardo Cristopher Figuera. The latter was 

the most significant because he was one of the individuals directly targeted by US sanctions. 

Upon his defection, the US released a public statement supporting his decision and lifting the 

sanctions against him.155 Economically, Venezuela continued to struggle. The GDP growth 

rate reached a new low of -35% and inflation was at 9,590%.156 Estimates show that 

unemployment increased, but reliable data is unavailable. The poverty level reached a startling 

96.2%, with 79.3% suffering from extreme poverty.157 By the end of the year, the political 

leadership of the country was questionable and the economy was at an all-time low.  

 

2020 

 

Table 3A.7 Status of Venezuela: Political Variables 

Casea Executive 

Orders b 

Regime 

Of 

Venezuelac 

Maduro 

Approval 

Rating d 

Inter-

national 

Cooperatione 

International 

Assistance to  

Venezuela f 

Human 

Rights 

Score g 

Democracy 

Score h 

Corruption 

Score i 

Significant 

Defectors j 
Companion 

Policies k 

2020 13692 

13808 

13827 

13835 

13850 

13857 

13884 

2 13% 4 A N/A N/A N/A N/A T, C, 

D, R, 

Q (?), 

N, M 
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Table 3B.7 Status of Venezuela: Economic Variables 

Casea Targeted 

Entities b 

Cost to 

Target 

Country c 

Cost as 

Percent 

of 

GNP d 

Cost per 

Capita e 

Trade 

Linkage f 

GNP 

Ratio 
g 

Health 

and 

Stabilityh 

GDP 

Growth 

Rate i 

Inflation 

Rate j 
Poverty 

Level k 

Unemploy-

ment 

Rate l 

2020 I, V, C, 

F, B 

N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A 1 N/A 15,000% 

(Predicted) 

N/A N/A 

 

Present day figures are difficult to come by, as the year 2020 hasn’t yet come to an end. 

However, there are several important events and factors to note. At this point, the sanctions 

and companion policies haven’t been enough to force Nicolás Maduro out of office. If 

anything, the opposition has lost the momentum it once had in the first half of 2019. One 

notable feature of 2020 is that companion policies have changed. In recent developments, the 

US has offered money for information leading to Maduro’s arrest, and has proposed a new idea 

of an interim government absent of Maduro and Guaidó to help Venezuela regain stability and 

re-establish fair and safe democracy.158 In addition, there was a failed coup attempt by a group 

including former US military personnel, but it doesn’t seem to be linked to the US 

government.159 The world has also been distracted by Covid-19 this year and some have called 

for the US to ease sanctions in order to lift the economic pressure on Venezuelan citizens during 

the crisis. Despite these calls, the US continues to sanction the Maduro government, PdVSA, 

Minerven, Venezuela Central Bank, petromoneda, and at least 144 Venezuelan or Venezuelan-

connected individuals as of June.160 

 

The numbers in Table 3A.7 and Table 3B.7 provide a sparse description of the political and 

economic situation in 2020. As mentioned before, most data will not be available until 2021 or 

later. The most recent numbers from Datanálisis put Maduro’s approval rating at 13%.161 The 

corruption, humans rights, and democracy scores are unavailable, but the numbers have likely 

decreased due to recent actions by Maduro. In January, Maduro attempted to forcefully prevent 

                                                      
158 Lara Jakes, “U.S. Counts on Global Crises to Press Again for Power Shift in Venezuela,” The New York 
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overthrow.html. 
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Guaidó from being re-elected as the National Assembly leader.162 That attempt failed, but 

evidence shows he is working on a strategy to gain control of the legislature in the next 

elections at the end of 2020.163 164 The other political data reveals that the US is still backed by 

many countries (57 as of June 2020)165 and Maduro is still backed by Russia, China, Cuba, and 

several other countries. The Venezuelan crisis has continued to impact the economy as well. 

Most numbers are unavailable, but the IMF predicts inflation will be at 15,000% for the year.166 

The Covid-19 pandemic likely had a negative impact on the economy, as well. Although exact 

numbers are unavailable, most available reports show that the political and economic situations 

have made little, if any, improvement in 2020. In the following section, I will display the 

previously mentioned data as a whole and analyze the efficacy of sanctions in accomplishing 

the four US foreign policy goals. 
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3.4 Measuring the efficacy of US sanctions in Venezuela 

 

Table 4A Venezuela: Political Variables 

Casea Executive 

Orders b 

Regime 

Of 

Venezuelac 

Maduro 

Approval 

Rating d 

Inter-

national 

Cooperatione 

International 

Assistance to  

Venezuela f 

Human 

Rights 

Score g 

Democracy 

Score h 

Corruption 

Score i 

Significant 

Defectors j 
Companion 

Policies k 

2014 N/A 2 34.75% N/A N/A 4.5 5.07 19 N/A N/A 

2015 13692 2 25.2% 1 A 4.08 5.0 17 N/A T, C 

2016 13692 2 23.9% 2 A 4.13 4.68 17 N/A T, C 

2017 13692 

13808 

2 21% 3 A 3.8 3.87 18 N/A T, C 

2018 13692 

13808 

13827 

13835 

13850 

2 21% 4 A N/A 3.18 18 N/A T, C 

2019 13692 

13808 

13827 

13835 

13850 

13857 

13884 

2 15.5% 4 A N/A 2.88 16 3 T, C, 

D, R, 

W 

2020 13692 

13808 

13827 

13835 

13850 

13857 

13884 

2 13% 4 A N/A N/A N/A N/A T, C, 

D, R, 

Q (?), 

N, M 

 

Table 4B Venezuela: Economic Variables 

Casea Targeted 

Entities b 

Cost to 

Target 

Country c 

Cost as 

Percent 

of 

GNP d 

Cost per 

Capita e 

Trade 

Linkage f 

GNP 

Ratio 
g 

Health 

and 

Stabilityh 

GDP 

Growth 

Rate i 

Inflation 

Rate j 
Poverty 

Level k 

Unemploy-

ment 

Rate l 

2014 N/A N/A N/A N/A 35.85 N/A 2 -3.9 68.5% 47% 6.7% 

2015 I N/A N/A N/A 35.6 N/A 2 -6.2 180.9% 73% 7.4% 

2016 I N/A N/A N/A 36.25 N/A 1 -17 274.4% 81.8% 20.9% 

2017 I, V, C N/A N/A N/A 39.85 N/A 1 -15.7 862.6% 92% 27.9% 

2018 I, V, C, 

F, B 

N/A N/A N/A 46.05 N/A 1 -19.6 130600% 92.6% 35.5% 

2019 I, V, C, 

F, B 

N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A 1 -35 9590% 96.2% N/A 

2020 I, V, C, 

F, B 

N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A 1 N/A 15,000% 

(predicted) 

N/A N/A 
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To summarize the previous section, various factors have changed throughout the current 

sanctions episode in Venezuela and it is important to draw attention to several of them. 

Politically, Venezuela experienced a number of changes. Nicolás Maduro is still the head-of-

state in charge of most decisions in the country. He is supported by the military, as well as 

Russia, China, Cuba, and others, but his approval rating has steadily decreased since sanctions 

were imposed. In 2014, before the sanctions, he had a 34.75% approval rating. As sanctions 

increased, his approval rating dropped steadily and is now estimated at 13%.  The opposition 

has also gained support over time. As of June 2020, over 57 countries recognize opposition 

leader Juan Guaidó as the legitimate President of Venezuela167 and polls by Datanálisis indicate 

higher (although decreasing) public support for Guaidó than for Maduro.168  The support in 

numbers has likely added strength to US sanctions, but it hasn’t been enough to oust Maduro 

from office. The human rights, democracy, and corruption scores have all steadily decreased 

during the sanctions episode, due to increased pressure on Maduro. As the sanctions continue 

to isolate Maduro, he has taken bolder moves to maintain power. Companion policies should 

also be noted. The US companion policies began with simple verbal and written condemnation 

of the Venezuelan government’s actions but evolved to include the backing of an alternate 

head-of-state, the withdrawal of diplomats, and even the offering of money for information 

leading to Maduro’s arrest. The increase in companion policies indicates that sanctions haven’t 

been effective enough to exclusively accomplish US foreign policy goals in Venezuela.  

 

The sanctions have also impacted Venezuela’s economy. Throughout the sanctions episode, 

the economy has continued to decline.  However, the economy was already on a downward 

slope before the sanctions began. In 2014, the GDP growth rate was already negative, inflation 

was at 68.5% (hyperinflation begins at 50%), and the poverty level was at 47%. It is also 

important to note that sanctions only started targeting the government and financial entities in 

2017. Therefore, the negative impact on the economy cannot be strictly tied to US sanctions. 

While sanctions may not be the root cause of Venezuelan economic problems, they likely 

haven’t helped the situation. Between 2014 and 2020, GDP growth rate declined 31%, poverty 

rose nearly 50%, unemployment went up nearly 30%, and, at one point, inflation skyrocketed 

by over 100,000%. The current numbers are unavailable for most variables, as the year hasn’t 

ended, but the general evidence shows that Venezuela’s economy is suffering and US sanctions 
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are not helping ease the pressure. One of the more interesting variables that has actually 

increased is the trade linkage between the US and Venezuela. Despite sanctions, the trade 

relationship between the two countries has increased. This variable and others will be further 

explained and illustrated in the concluding section. 

 

Considering the variables in Tables 4A and 4B and taking into account the foreign policy goals 

and desired effects of the United States, an analysis can be made about the efficacy of US 

sanctions in Venezuela. I will reiterate each foreign policy goal (intended effect) from section 

3.2 and use the data in section 3.3 to determine the efficacy of sanctions in accomplishing each 

goal. 

 

As mentioned before, the main goal (intended effect) of the US in Venezuela is regime change. 

The US wants to force Maduro out of power and reinstate fair democratic rule. By imposing 

sanctions and backing Juan Guaidó, the US is attempting to give Maduro no other option than 

to resign. The data above indicates that sanctions have been partially effective in achieving this 

outcome. Sanctions haven’t been effective enough to completely oust Maduro from power, but 

they have helped stifle support of the Maduro regime. They have also isolated Maduro from 

many of his financial resources. The main companies that fund Venezuela, like PdVSA and 

Minerven, are state-owned; this permits the Maduro regime to utilize the funds they generate. 

He tends to use these funds to pay off loyal supporters and high-ranking government and 

military officials according to the US, but he could potentially use them to restimulate 

Venezuela’s economy. By sanctioning these financial resources, the US has been able to 

prevent Maduro from accessing them. This impedes Maduro’s strategy of paying off loyalists, 

but also interferes with Venezuela’s economic regeneration. As the Venezuelan economic 

crisis persists, the Venezuelan people become less supportive of Maduro and some of his 

loyalists have switched sides. In this way, the sanctions have been partially effective. Figure 1 

illustrates this effect: 
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Based on data from Datanálisis 

 

The next effect the US wants to achieve with sanctions is to restore democracy in Venezuela. 

Although the sanctions episode is not yet over, the data indicates that, so far, sanctions have 

not been effective in accomplishing this goal. To measure this effect, I used data from the 

annual Democracy Index by the EIU and the Corruption Perception Index (CPI) by 

Transparency International. The Democracy index scores a country’s level of democracy on a 

0-10 scale based on 60 indicators. The CPI indicates a country’s corruption score on a 0-100 

scale, with a lower score indicating higher corruption. I also reviewed the general changes that 

have occurred in Venezuela’s democracy on an annual basis, from Maduro’s stacking of the 

courts to the undemocratic attempts to change the legislature. The data shows that sanctions 

have not helped restore democracy in Venezuela (see Figure 2). On the contrary, Venezuelan 
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democracy has weakened. However, the sanctions episode is not yet finished, and the overall 

effectiveness may change if the US is able to help Venezuela transition to a new, democratic 

leader before lifting sanctions.  

 

 

Based on data from the EIU Democracy Index and Transparency International Corruption Perceptions Index 

 

Another effect the US wants to achieve is to improve the human rights situation in Venezuela. 

In the past several years, there have been numerous reports of human rights violations in 

Venezuela. The annual Human Rights Watch World Report regularly mentions problems with 

political suppression, protest crackdowns, refugee numbers, impunity for human rights abuses, 

Pre-sanctions:

Corruption score

already low due

to governmental

changes under

Hugo Chavez

Maduro proposes

new constituent

assembly to replace

Venezuelan

National Assembly

Venezuela re-elects

Maduro in widely

contested elections

First year of

sanctions

2014

0.5

1

1.5

2

2.5

3

3.5

4

4.5

5

5.5

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020

D
em

o
cr

ac
y

 I
n

d
ex

 S
co

re
 f

ro
m

 E
IU

 (
o

u
t 

o
f 

1
0

)
C

P
I S

co
re (o

u
t o

f 1
0
0

)

Year

Figure 2 Democracy in Venezuela

Democracy Index Score CPI Corruption Score

US imposes more sanctions,

isolating Maduro from his

economic resources. Much

of the international community

backs Juan Guaidó as interim

President of Venezuela



 57 

judicial independence, and freedom of expression.169 Although the US has implied that 

sanctions are meant to improve the human rights situation in Venezuela, the data shows that 

human rights have been steadily declining. Since human rights violations have increased and 

Maduro has become bolder in his willingness to commit them, it seems that sanctions have not 

been effective in fixing this problem. However, the Human Freedom Index of 2019 only 

provides human rights scores leading up to 2018, so it is difficult to make a conclusive 

statement based on the data. Nevertheless, Venezuela’s human rights score steadily declined 

from 4.5 to 3.8 between 2014 and 2017,170 and HRW hasn’t indicated that human rights are 

improving. As with the goal of restoring democracy, the US still has a chance to change this. 

The sanctions episode has not yet finished, so the overall effectiveness of sanctions in 

improving human rights may change if the US is able to oust Maduro. 

 

The final effect intended by the US is the protection of Venezuelan economic assets for the 

Venezuelan people. In other words, the US wants to prevent Maduro from burning through 

Venezuelan financial assets to pay off loyalists and maintain his seat in power. This is the most 

difficult effect to analyze because true financial figures are often obscure for several years. It 

is also difficult to track the movement of financial assets and use open-source material to 

determine how Maduro funds his regime. However, I have found US sanctions to be partially 

effective in protecting the Venezuelan economic assets for the people for several reasons. First, 

the US has frozen many Venezuelan assets, so Maduro is unable to access them. Second, the 

economic decline in the country indicates that Maduro hasn’t been able to overcome the 

Venezuelan crisis using other assets. Third, the fact that the US continued to target new 

financial sources in consecutive years indicates that with each new targeted source, Maduro 

has been forced to turn to other sources for finances. Fourth, Maduro’s continuous 

announcements that US sanctions are to blame for the Venezuelan crisis indicates that they are 

having some impact. Finally, the changes in Venezuela’s import and export partners171 show 

that Venezuela has had to diversify its trade strategy. This combination of changes indicates 

that the US sanctions are at least partially effective in protecting the economic assets of the 

Venezuelan people. Nevertheless, as Figure 3 shows, the economy has plummeted and the 

Venezuelan people are suffering through a significant crisis.  

                                                      
169 Human Rights Watch. “Venezuela.” Accessed January 12, 2020, © Human Rights Watch 2020. 

https://www.hrw.org/americas/venezuela. 
170 Vásquez and Porcink, The Human Freedom Index 2019, 371. 
171 “Venezuela,” The Observatory of Economic Complexity, 2020, https://oec.world/en/profile/country/ven/. 
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Based on data from the IMF and ENCOVI 

 

To summarize, the empirical evidence shows that sanctions have had a minimal impact in 

accomplishing US foreign policy goals in Venezuela. On one side, sanctions have been 

effective in isolating Maduro from the Venezuelan people and preventing him from using 

frozen US assets for his own benefit. His approval rating, although low to begin with, has 

significantly decreased, and he has lost the loyalty of several high-ranking officials. His lack 

of access to frozen US assets is impacting his ability to stimulate the economy and has forced 

him to turn to other sources for money. On the other side, democracy, human rights, and the 

overall economic situation in Venezuela have steadily declined. As the US continued to add 
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new sanctions, Maduro shifted the burden on the people instead of stepping down and relieving 

pressure on the country. Maduro has increasingly manipulated the judicial system in his favor, 

increased the power of the executive office, and taken numerous actions to delegitimatize the 

National Assembly and the opposition who leads it. Based on the empirical evidence, I will 

give an overall score using the index system from Economic Sanctions Reconsidered, covered 

on page 27 of this paper. The sanctions episode is still ongoing, so the overall score cannot be 

considered final. Nevertheless, it will give an idea of the current level of efficacy and help 

explain why it currently sits where it is.  

 

Based on the scoring index system from Economic Sanctions Reconsidered, the current 

sanctions episode has a score of 4 out of 16, meaning the sanctions have had a low level of 

effectiveness. To reach this score, I first evaluated the extent to which the US foreign policy 

results have been achieved. As a whole, the index system would assign an unclear but possibly 

positive outcome for the US foreign policy results; this result is a score of 2.172 The sanctions 

have been unsuccessful in changing the Maduro regime, restoring democracy, and improving 

human rights, but the sanctions episode isn’t finished so there is still a possibility that they will 

cause enough pressure to force Maduro out and spark the transition to a government that 

improves human rights and restores democracy. In the other category of the index system, 

sanctions contribution, a little contribution outcome can be given; this result is a score of 2.173 

Sanctions have had little contribution in accomplishing foreign policy goals in Venezuela. 

They have certainly been an important part of the strategy, helping isolate Maduro and his 

loyalists and preventing them from using frozen US assets for personal gain. But these 

accomplishments have also relied heavily on the companion policy of backing Juan Guaidó 

and the regular reiteration of international support. The sanctions alone have not been impactful 

enough to reach the level of significant contribution or more.  By multiplying the two scores 

in this index, I have given the current sanctions episode a final score of 4. The index system 

characterizes a score of 9 or higher as a “successful” outcome.174 Therefore, it can be concluded 

that US sanctions in Venezuela have not yet been effective enough to produce a successful 

outcome.  

 

                                                      
172 Hufbauer et al., Economic Sanctions Reconsidered, 49. 
173 Hufbauer et al., Economic Sanctions Reconsidered, 50. 
174 Hufbauer et al., Economic Sanctions Reconsidered, 50. 
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What does this all mean? In short, this means that sanctions have had some notable effects as 

intended by US foreign policy but have had a low level of efficacy. They have helped isolate 

Maduro, prevent him from accessing the full spectrum of Venezuela’s financial assets, and 

alter the status quo, but they haven’t been effective enough to fully accomplish the main US 

foreign policy goals in Venezuela.  The inability of sanctions to unilaterally accomplish foreign 

policy goals has inspired other policies. These companion policies include the backing of an 

interim president, the derecognition of Maduro as President by important actors in the 

international community, and suppression of diplomatic relations. This combination of foreign 

policy tools has been unsuccessful, so far, in changing the Maduro regime but there is still time. 

The lack of success can be further explained by referring to the ‘seven recommendations’ for 

successful sanctions that are mentioned in Economic Sanctions Reconsidered175 (see page 20).  

 

These seven keys to successful sanctions, along with other factors, indicate several flaws in the 

current US sanctions episode. To start, research shows that less than 1/3 of regime change cases 

are successful,176 so this goal is quite ambitious. The US has already been unsuccessful in a 

number of regime changes cases. The more significant one was Cuba from the 1990s,177 

because Cuba is a main ally of Maduro and knows how to overcome the setbacks of US 

sanctions. Additionally, the support of greater powers like Russia and China has impeded the 

effectiveness of the sanctions episode. Support of strong powers often contributes to low 

success.178 The other goals, like restoring democracy and improving human rights, tend to be 

less successful when sanctions are imposed on countries with higher political instability.179 

Along with these factors, there are several mistakes the US has made that violate four of the 

seven recommendations: 

 

1.  The first recommendation advises countries not to bite off more than they can chew.180 

Perhaps the goal of regime change is too big of a goal. Considering that only 1/3 of 

regime change cases are successful, and that Maduro is backed by multiple important 

actors (Russia, China, Cuba, and the Venezuelan military), the goal of regime change 

is very ambitious. 

                                                      
175 Hufbauer et al., Economic Sanctions Reconsidered, 162-178. 
176 Hufbauer et al., Economic Sanctions Reconsidered, 67. 
177 Hufbauer et al., Economic Sanctions Reconsidered, 68. 
178 Hufbauer et al., Economic Sanctions Reconsidered, 69. 
179 Hufbauer et al., Economic Sanctions Reconsidered, 67. 
180 Hufbauer et al., Economic Sanctions Reconsidered, 162.  
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2.  The third recommendation warns senders to beware of autocratic regimes.181 Although 

I have labeled the Venezuelan government an anocracy, due to the democratic elements 

that continue to exist, Maduro has certainly acted as an autocrat and the EIU has even 

labeled Venezuela an authoritarian regime. Authoritarian leaders are more willing to 

ignore the costs of defying sanctions – it seems that Maduro’s biggest priority is to stay 

in power, despite the economic impact of sanctions. This helps explain the 

ineffectiveness of US sanctions in restoring democracy and improving human rights. 

3.  The fourth recommendation advises sender countries to avoid imposing sanctions 

incrementally.182 Instead, it is better to impose them in full force from the beginning. 

The US has not taken this approach. The US government has increasingly imposed 

sanctions over the course of seven years, allowing Maduro to adjust his strategy each 

year. This reactive approach undermines the sanctions’ effectiveness. 

4.  The sixth recommendation advocates using the right tools to accompany sanctions.183 

The US has chosen companion policies that include de-recognizing Maduro’s 

presidency, backing a new interim president, and using unconventional methods to 

coerce Maduro to resign. These might not be the best companion policies because the 

US lacks trust from the Venezuelan people, making it easy for Maduro to spin the 

narrative and label Guaidó a US puppet.  

 

The errors in the US government’s strategy of imposing sanctions have likely impeded the 

sanctions’ efficacy. Nevertheless, the US has been able to elicit some desired effects and 

continues to do so. The sanctions have forced Maduro to look for alternate sources for money, 

caused the defection of several of his loyalists, frozen the US assets of the Venezuelan economy 

to later return to the people, and even deterred companies, such as the Russian state oil 

company Rosneft,184 from operating in Venezuela. Before concluding this paper, I will briefly 

explain the geopolitical effects through the lens of geoeconomics.  

 

 

 

                                                      
181 Hufbauer et al., Economic Sanctions Reconsidered, 166-168. 
182 Hufbauer et al., Economic Sanctions Reconsidered, 168-172. 
183 Hufbauer et al., Economic Sanctions Reconsidered, 175-176. 
184 Antonio De La Cruz, “Rosneft’s Withdrawal amid U.S. Sanctions Contributes to Venezuela’s Isolation,” 

Center for Strategic and International Studies, April 10, 2020, https://www.csis.org/analysis/rosnefts-

withdrawal-amid-us-sanctions-contributes-venezuelas-isolation. 
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3.5 Geopolitical perspective of US sanctions in Venezuela 

 

The geopolitical theory of geoeconomics is defined as “the use of economic instruments for 

geopolitical purposes,”185 and this is precisely what has occurred during the sanctions episode 

in Venezuela. In US foreign policy, President Trump has typically taken a non-geoeconomic 

approach,186 using economic tools for economic purposes and often citing financial interests as 

his main motivation, but this case is an exception. In this case, Trump and Obama have used 

sanctions for geopolitical purposes. The US government’s geopolitical goals in Venezuela are 

to change the regime, restore democracy, and improve human rights, and the sanction is its 

main tool. This geoeconomic route has been taken because it is better than the previous hard-

power tactics of earlier decades that gave the US a negative reputation in the Americas. The 

geoeconomic route allows the US to build alliances with other Latin American countries and 

show a lawful, transparent approach to accomplishing geopolitical goals in the region. It also 

allows the US to use its economic leverage, rather than military leverage, as an advantage. The 

idea is that the pressure on Maduro will be so great and the Venezuelans will be so frustrated 

with the economic situation that either Maduro will willingly step down from power or the 

Venezuelan people will revolt and force him out of office. In other words, this allows the US 

to point the gun without having to fire it.  

 

The bigger geopolitical picture shows a return to a battle of ideologies. The geopolitical effect 

of US sanctions has been the division of the Venezuela issue into two groups. On one side, 

there is the United States, supported by the European Union, the Organization of American 

States (OAS), the Lima Group, Canada, Australia and numerous Latin American countries 

including Brazil and Colombia. This side promotes the restoration of democracy and 

improvement of human rights in Venezuela – they do not recognize the Maduro regime as 

legitimate, supporting the opposition instead. On the other side, Nicolás Maduro is backed by 

the Venezuelan military and foreign powers including Russia, Cuba, China, and Iran. These 

foreign powers support Maduro both politically and economically and argue against US 

intervention in Venezuela’s affairs – they turn a blind eye to the human rights reports coming 

from Venezuela and the democracy violations that Maduro is accused of. The divide between 

these two sides is further played out in the United Nations Security Council, where Russia and 

                                                      
185 Blackwill and Harris, “War by Other Means: Geoeconomics and Statecraft.” 
186 Blackwill and Harris, “War by Other Means: Geoeconomics and Statecraft.” 
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China often take the opposite stance of the US, UK, and France on Venezuela-related issues. 

From this perspective, Maduro’s Venezuela is just another pawn in the geopolitical chess game 

between the US-EU alliance and the Russia-China partnership, much like Bashar al-Assad’s 

Syria or Castro’s Cuba. Maduro’s supporting powers are simply taking the opposing stance of 

the US to accomplish two things: to impair US foreign policy goals in the region, causing the 

US to invest more time and money into the issue, and to support the concept of non-interference 

in domestic affairs of nation states.  

 

The low efficacy level of US sanctions can be explained by this international backing of 

Maduro among other things. For example, geoeconomic theory also mentions that countries 

often prefer short-term financial losses to long-term geopolitical costs.187 This could explain 

Maduro’s willingness to bear the financial burden of US sanctions. To further support this idea, 

Maduro continues to impede the progress of the opposition, undermine Venezuela’s democratic 

institutions, and redirect funds to benefit his loyalists. In addition, the ideology he represents, 

Hugo Chavez’s Chavismo, would be threatened if Maduro were to step down. Everything that 

Chavez built could change if the US were to prevail. Based on geoeconomic theory, it makes 

sense that the US would choose sanctions as its geopolitical tool, that Maduro would resist the 

pressure despite the economic impact on Venezuela, and that Russia and China would side 

with Maduro instead of the opposition.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                      
187 Blackwill and Harris, War by Other Means, 59. 
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Conclusions 

 

The sanctions episode in Venezuela that began in 2014 has been a part of the geoeconomic 

strategy by the United States to achieve foreign policy goals and advance US interests in the 

Americas. It has been an attempt to pressure the President of Venezuela, Nicolás Maduro, out 

of office, for the betterment of US-Venezuela relations and the benefit of the Venezuelan 

people. It has also been an attempt to restore democracy and improve human rights in 

Venezuela. In this paper, my goal was to clarify US foreign policy goals in Venezuela, analyze 

the witnessed effects of the current sanctions episode, and come to a conclusion about the 

effectiveness of sanctions in achieving said goals. I referred to previous studies on sanctions 

by Gary Clyde Hufbauer, Jeffrey J. Schott, and other authors, in order to develop a 

comprehensive model of analysis. I also referred to writings on geoeconomic theory by Edward 

N. Luttwak, Robert Blackwill, and Jennifer M. Harris in order to view the effects and 

effectiveness of sanctions from a wider geopolitical lens. My goal was two answer two research 

questions: What does the US want to accomplish with sanctions in Venezuela? And how 

effective are US sanctions in Venezuela?   

 

In answering the first research question, my goal was to determine the desired effects of US 

sanctions in Venezuela. After analyzing statements by the US Department of State and US 

Department of Treasury, statements by US Presidents Barack Obama and Donald Trump, and 

texts from sanctions-imposing Executive Orders,  I concluded that US sanctions are intended 

to have four main effects in Venezuela: to change the Maduro regime, restore democracy, 

improve human rights, and protect the financial assets of the Venezuelan people. The US 

mainly wants to oust the Maduro regime because Maduro’s ideology - adapted from the 

ideology of Hugo Chavez - is a threat to US hegemony and geopolitical control in the region. 

The US wants to restore democracy and improve human rights in Venezuela because it would 

stabilize the region and provide for the rebuilding of US-Venezuela relations. The US wants to 

protect the financial assets of the Venezuelan people in order to keep Maduro from using them 

to pay off his loyalists and eventually unfreeze them for a new democratic government that 

would responsibly use the funds. In addition to these desired effects, two bigger geopolitical 

effects have been witnessed. First, the economic impact of sanctions has pressured Venezuela 

to such a point that its trade relations and financial sources have diversified. Second, the 

sanctions have formed another brick in the ideological wall dividing the US-EU alliance and 
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the Russia-China partnership. Venezuela has become another ideological battlefield where the 

US and its allies fight for democracy and human rights while Russia and China opt for non-

intervention. After designating these effects, I analyzed a number of dependent variables to 

answer my second research question.  

 

In the second research question, I aimed to measure the effectiveness of US sanctions in 

accomplishing the intended effects. I referred to the sanctions studies in Economic Sanctions 

Reconsidered in order to choose my dependent variables, then conducted a within-case 

comparative study to analyze the effectiveness of sanctions. After completing the analysis, I 

came to the conclusion that sanctions have had little effectiveness in achieving the foreign 

policy goals of the United States in Venezuela. Based on the scoring index system from 

Economic Sanctions Reconsidered, this sanctions episode received a score of 4 out of 16. The 

score was concluded by multiplying two variables: the extent to which US foreign policy goals 

have been achieved and the contribution of sanctions in achieving these goals. The first variable 

received a score of 2, meaning an unclear but possibly positive outcome in achieving US 

foreign policy goals. The second variable received a score of 2, meaning sanctions have given 

little contribution to the effects that have been achieved. These two scores were multiplied to 

give a final score of 4 and according to the book, any score less than 9 cannot be considered a 

successful sanctions episode. This score was concluded by analyzing the changes in different 

variables. 

 

The changes in the dependent variables revealed various levels of effectiveness, but several 

foreign policy goals have not been achieved. The Maduro regime has not been ousted, 

democracy has not been restored, and human rights have not improved. With that said, the 

effectiveness that has been witnessed is twofold. First, the sanctions have been effective in 

isolating Maduro by impeding his access to many financial sources. With less financial sources, 

Maduro has been unable to end the Venezuelan crisis and his approval rating has dropped 

significantly. His various attempts to suppress the opposition and his continuous targeting of 

US sanctions as the cause for Venezuela’s economic crisis are proof that sanctions are 

impacting his regime. Second, the US has been somewhat successful in protecting the financial 

assets of the Venezuelan people. The US assets belonging to the Venezuelan government, 

PdVSA, Minerven, and other Venezuelan entities are currently frozen, which prevents Maduro 

from using them for his own personal gain. The US threat of secondary sanctions has also 

prevented these entities from conducting commercial relations with other countries and 
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international companies, serving as another blow to Maduro’s finances. Although this is 

currently having a negative effect on Venezuela’s economy, it may benefit the Venezuelan 

people in the long run. 

 

There are several reasons that sanctions have had a low level of effectiveness. The main reasons 

are that Maduro still has a lot of support from major powers and the Venezuelan military, and 

even without this support, leaders with dictatorial habits usually refuse to bow to sanctions. 

Russia and China have refused to switch sides in the UN and continue to speak out against US 

policies in Venezuela. Cuba continues to provide political and military support, helping 

maintain loyalty to Maduro in the Venezuelan army. On top of this, Maduro is running an 

authoritarian regime and it is difficult to bully a bully. The ‘seven recommendations’ in 

Economic Sanctions Reconsidered also offer insight into the lack of success of this sanctions 

episode. The recommendations would add that the US has been too slow in implementing its 

sanctions policies, too ambitious in its expected effects, and not smart enough with its 

companion policies. Sanctions should be implemented all at once, as a heavy blow; they should 

also be willing to keep the pressure high and apply proper companion policies to improve 

effectiveness. Despite these setbacks, the US still has time to readjust its sanctions strategy. 

 

This brings me to one final point – the US sanctions episode in Venezuela is not yet over. This 

paper has only revealed the effects and effectiveness of sanctions as of 2020, so a final analysis 

will only be complete once the sanctions episode is over. A sanctions episode finishes when 

the target country significantly changes its policies or when the sanctions are lifted.188 

Therefore, the US still has time to improve the efficacy of its sanctions in Venezuela. In order 

to accomplish this, the US can do several things. First, it can work on negotiating with 

Maduro’s allies to make a deal through them. Second, it can continue to work with the 

opposition and help build a strategy – it’s best that this assistance be given behind closed doors, 

so as not to give off the impression that the opposition is a US puppet. Third, it should diversify 

its aid-providing strategies to make sure the Venezuelan people are receiving support to offset 

the economic impact of sanctions. Finally, the US should continue to bring up the issue in the 

United Nations. Russia and China may veto any attempt to take unified action, but keeping the 

spotlight on the issue will show that it isn’t being pushed to the side. The one thing the US 

should avoid is inaction. If the US sits back and hopes the sanctions will do all the work, it will 

                                                      
188 Hufbauer et al., Economic Sanctions Reconsidered, 48. 
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likely become another Cuba situation – an endless sanctions and embargo policy that 

suppresses the economy while failing to accomplish its main goal of regime change. The next 

few years are unclear for US sanctions in Venezuela, but if implemented with the right 

companion policies, they could eventually have a positive impact on Venezuela and the future 

of US-Venezuela relations.  
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