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Abstract 

This thesis aims to provide an overview of Russia’s narratives surrounding the anti-Russian 

sanctions implemented by the West in the wake of the Ukrainian crisis. Employing the 

concept of “strategic narratives”, the thesis aspires to outline the content and usage variation 

of Russia’s strategic communication regarding the sanctions regime. After exploring what 

countries can, in theory, do to defend themselves against sanctions, it was predicted that 

Russia would strive to reach two goals with its strategic narratives, delegitimizing the 

sanctions regime and downplaying the sanctions’ negative economic effects. The qualitative 

method of thematic analysis was used to explore the statements of Russia’s political leaders 

on the sanctions and found that Russia indeed seeks to delegitimize the sanctions and 

downplay their effects. When investigating the usage of the two strategic narratives over 

time with the help of a quantitative Chi-square test, no significant differences could be found 

between economically turbulent and prosperous times for two out of three politicians, with 

the third one resorting more often to the delegitimizing strategic narrative in economically 

prosperous times. Meanwhile, two other external factors were identified as significantly 

influencing the strategic narratives’ usage frequency. First, it has been shown that politicians 

primarily use strategic narratives that are thematically closer to their field of duties. Second, 

the usage of strategic narratives is adapted to the audience of a statement, exposing particular 

listeners and readers preferably to the narrative that resonates best with them. 
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I. Introduction 
The last couple of decades have seen a dramatic shift in the conception of “power”. While 

in the past, an abundance of resources made countries powerful, nowadays, information is a 

major source of power for states. Joseph Nye (1990) captures this transformation with his 

concept of “soft power”, according to which the power of a country in the 21st century does 

not so much express itself through resource wealth but through the capability of a state to 

change the behaviour of other states. The significance of soft power concerns in combination 

with the rapid media globalisation and the worldwide spread of innovative communication 

technologies have substantially transformed the nature of international relations and 

diplomacy. “Public diplomacy”, the direct communication of one country with the 

population of other countries, has become one of the most potent channels for amplifying 

soft power resources in the wake of the recent technological progress, and international 

affairs have increasingly become a “battle of ideas” and competition about “whose story 

wins” (Hayden, 2012; Nye, 2013; Roselle, Miskimmon, & O’Loughlin, 2014). 

 

Many countries have recognised the strategic importance of this battle of ideas. As a result, 

a lot of states have put communication-based goals on top of their agendas and seek to bolster 

their credibility at home and abroad by influencing media reports or even establishing their 

own media channels, e.g., Russia’s RT, China’s CCTV or Iran’s Press TV (Hayden, 2012; 

Roselle, Miskimmon, & O‘Loughlin, 2014). Because of the growing prominence of 

communication and media channels, policymakers increasingly have to focus on the design 

of their narratives, as well as the analysis of narratives employed by their adversaries 

(Zaharna, 2016). 

 

The vital role that narratives occupy in international affairs since the turn of the millennium 

has naturally also incited many political scientists to analyse this channel of (public) 

diplomacy. This circumstance is also reflected in the incredible volume of literature 

emerging on the topic in recent years (Zaharna, 2016). One framework that has proven itself 

as particularly potent for analysing the communication and media content that a state’s 

public diplomacy efforts generate is that of “strategic narratives”. The most widely used 

definition of strategic narratives for analytic purposes, which will also be utilised in this 
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thesis, comes from Miskimmon et al., who define strategic narratives as “a means for 

political actors to construct a shared meaning of the past, present and future of international 

politics to shape the behaviour of domestic and international actors” (Miskimmon, 

O’Loughlin, & Roselle, 2013, p. 146). 

 

A country whose strategic narratives have increasingly become a concern for the West in the 

last years is Russia, which since the annexation of Crimea in 2014, allegedly pollutes the 

international information space and undermines democratic political culture in the Western 

world (Lucas & Pomeranzev, 2016; Szostek, 2017b). Numerous studies on Russia’s subtle 

employment of strategic narratives have been published in recent years, e.g., on Russia’s 

multilateral involvement in the SCO and BRICS formats, on Russia’s military interventions 

in Georgia and Ukraine or on the downing of flight MH-17 (Hinck, Kluver, & Cooley, 2015; 

Pupcenoks & Seltzer, 2020; Ramos & Vieira, 2019). The aforementioned studies seek to 

explain the media communication pattern, which Russia increasingly utilises since the 

annexation of Crimea and the start of hostilities in eastern Ukraine, and exquisitely lends 

itself to be analysed through the prism of strategic narratives. The strategic narratives 

approach is so valuable for this kind of analysis because it ties together communication 

theory and the field of international relations in a way that helps the researcher to analyse 

how politicians attempt to structure the international system and explain policies (Flaherty 

& Roselle, 2018). 

 

The following thesis will employ the concept of strategic narratives and apply it to another 

recent matter of contention between Russia and the West, namely the sanctions regime 

against the Russian Federation implemented by several Western countries1 from 2014 

onwards, in the wake of the Ukrainian crisis. Thereby, several research gaps will be filled 

simultaneously. Firstly, a neglected aspect of the overanalysed topic of Western sanctions 

 
 

 
1 Whenever “the West” or “Western countries” are mentioned in connection with the sanctions in this text, 
these terms describe the totality of countries that imposed sanctions against Russia in the wake of the Ukrainian 
crisis. Accordingly, also countries like Albania or Ukraine, which imposed sanctions against Russia, are 
included when speaking about “the West”, despite the fact that they are traditionally not considered part of the 
Western world. 
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against Russia will be explored, the communication strategy of the Russian government 

regarding the sanctions regime. Secondly, the thesis aims to analyse on what underlying 

considerations a country in crisis builds its strategic narratives. Thirdly, the text will 

investigate whether and how external circumstances influence the use of different strategic 

narratives. These insights illustrate not only how an autocratic country deploys its strategic 

narratives domestically and internationally but should also inform decision-makers whether 

it is possible to predict the communication strategy of an adversary, and when and how to 

use possible counternarratives. Based on these research goals, the following research 

questions have been devised: 

 

Q1: Which strategic narratives have been used by the Russian Federation to address the issue 

of Western sanctions from 2014 to 2020? 

 

Q2: How has the usage of different strategic narratives varied in the period from 2014 to 

2020? 

 

Regarding Q1, it will be assessed whether strategic narratives can be anticipated by deriving 

predictions about what narratives might be expected from sanction defence strategies that 

have been applied in the past and comparing these predictions with the actual Russian 

narratives observable. Classic and contemporary literature on defensive measures against 

sanctions outlines the importance of counterbalancing the moral and economic effects of 

sanctions. To counter the moral effect of sanctions and strengthen cohesion among their 

population, sanction targets may seek to discredit the sanctions regime per se and expose the 

malign intentions that had other nations impose restrictions. The negative economic 

consequences of sanctions may be curbed by the target nation adapting its internal economic 

structure and diversifying its portfolio of external trade partners. While the usage of strategic 

narratives for delegitimizing the sanctions regime might be more intuitive, it can also be 

expected that Russia will employ a strategic narrative for exhibiting its economic adaption 

measures, showing the audience at home and abroad how the economic consequences of the 

sanctions can be or have already been cushioned. According to this framework, the first two 

hypotheses have been formulated: 
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H1: One of Russia’s strategic narratives on the Western sanctions will be aimed at 

delegitimizing the sanctions regime. 

 

H2: One of Russia’s strategic narratives on the Western sanctions regime will seek to 

downplay the negative economic effects of the sanctions. 

 

As for Q2, it will be analysed how often each strategic narrative has been employed over the 

period of observation. Politicians are relatively free in the design and usage of strategic 

narratives. However, they still are constrained by the overall economic circumstances at 

home and abroad (Miskimmon, O’Loughlin, & Roselle, 2013). In other words this means 

that politicians, in order to produce legitimate strategic narratives, have to adapt the content 

of their narratives to the current sentiment of the narratives’ audience to make the strategic 

narrative credible. For the case at hand, this implies that the frequency with which 

delegitimizing and downplaying strategic narratives are used relative to each other is 

decisively influenced by Russia’s economic situation. Bearing in mind the underlying idea 

on which each of the two strategic narratives is based, the third hypothesis has been 

developed: 

 

H3: There is a difference in the frequency of usage of the downplaying and delegitimizing 

strategic narratives depending on the current economic situation in Russia. During times of 

economic prosperity, the downplaying narrative is comparatively more common, while 

during times of economic hardship, the delegitimizing narrative is used more frequently. 

 

The empirical data necessary for testing the hypotheses have been derived from the 

statements of Russia’s top three policymakers, President Putin, Prime Minister2 Medvedev 

 
 

 
2 The term “Prime Minister” does not occur in any Russian laws and is only the unofficial title for the head of 
the Russian government, with the official title being “Chairman of the Government of the Russian Federation”. 
Due to reasons of readability and the fact that the title “Prime Minister” is more recognized as title of Russia’s 
head of government internationally, this thesis also uses the title “Prime Minister” when speaking about Dmitry 
Medvedev. 
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and Minister of Foreign Affairs Lavrov. In order to extract the pieces in which the three 

politicians spoke or wrote about the sanctions, the online databases of the Kremlin, Russian 

government and Ministry of Foreign Affairs have been browsed with an automated keyword 

search. For the period from March 2014 to March 2020, a total of 533 relevant statements 

were found, which would form the data corpus for the qualitative and quantitative analyses. 

 

For exploring the statements’ content, the method of thematic analysis has been utilised. 

This method supports the researcher in finding recurring themes and patterns in qualitative 

data with regards to a predefined theoretical framework (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Hence, it 

was considered a suitable technique for exploring whether the statements of Lavrov, Putin 

and Medvedev are indeed aimed at delegitimizing the sanctions regime and downplaying the 

sanctions’ effects. The analysis of variation in the usage pattern of the two strategic 

narratives has been conducted with the help of a Chi-square test, which is one of the most 

popular statistical methods for hypothesis testing of categorical data (Argyrous, 1997). The 

test was set up to find out whether there is a significant difference in the usage frequency of 

the delegitimizing and downplaying narratives across two mutually exclusive dimensions, 

e.g., between periods of economic downturn and economic prosperity. 

 

The thematic analysis conducted to uncover the content of the politicians’ statements on the 

sanctions regime found nine different themes that support the ex-ante defined delegitimizing 

and downplaying narratives. The results, therefore, strongly suggest that H1 and H2, which 

postulated that Russia’s strategic narratives on the sanctions would be based on 

delegitimizing the sanctions, respectively, downplaying their economic effectiveness, are 

correct. The Chi-square test, employed to check for a significant difference in the usage 

frequency of the downplaying and delegitimizing narratives between periods of economic 

nonsuccess and prosperity, showed that for President Putin and Foreign Minister Lavrov, no 

significant difference could be found. At the same time, a difference in usage frequency of 

the two narratives was detectable for the statements of Prime Minister Medvedev. The 

divergence observed, though, materialised in the opposite direction as postulated in H3. 

Judging on the basis of these results, H3 could be rejected. A further quantitative enquiry 

based on the collected data found a significant variation in the usage of the delegitimizing 
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and downplaying narratives according to who gave the statement and where the statement 

was given. 

 

The thesis proceeds with a description of the case “Western sanctions against Russia”, in 

which the necessary background information for understanding the content of the strategic 

narratives and themes will be presented. In the third chapter, the concept of strategic 

narratives and the political instrument of sanctions will be introduced. This theoretical 

background will inform the formulation of the research hypotheses. The fourth chapter 

sketches out how the collection of data has been conducted and gives an overview of the 

methods of thematic analysis and Chi-square test. Chapter five gives a brief quantitative 

overview of the thematic analysis’ results before presenting the themes that support the 

delegitimizing and downplaying narratives in more detail by outlining each theme’s content 

and unveiling why a theme adds to the delegitimizing or downplaying narrative. The sixth 

chapter describes the results of the quantitative analysis and tries to link them to the before-

defined theoretical framework. The research results open new promising avenues for 

enquiry, on which a short evaluation will be given in chapter seven, along with a summary 

of the text and an academic classification of the thesis’ findings.  
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II. Case description “Western sanctions against Russia” 
The following chapter provides the reader with an overview of the case “Western sanctions 

against Russia” and introduces the information necessary to understand the content of the 

themes and strategic narratives. The description of events starts with a recap of the 

immediate reasons that triggered the eastern Ukrainian crisis and the annexation of Crimea. 

Next, it will be explained how the West reacted to these developments, namely by 

implementing sanctions on Russia, and how Russia reciprocated by implementing 

diplomatic and economic countermeasures against the West. The case description will be 

rounded off by an account of the economic and political effects of the Western sanctions. 

 

2.1 Political background: Crisis in eastern Ukraine and Russia’s 

annexation of Crimea 
The toppling of pro-Russian Ukrainian President Viktor Yanukovych in the wake of the 

Euromaidan protests in February 2014 immediately sparked anti-revolutionary protests in 

several predominantly Russian-speaking regions of southern and eastern Ukraine (Amos, 

2014). Especially in the two easternmost oblasts of Donetsk and Lugansk, often together 

referred to as “Donbass”, anti-Maidan protesters soon resorted to violent means, seized 

government buildings and demanded independence from Kiev and accession of their region 

to the Russian Federation (Macelroy, 2014; OSCE, 2014). The situation culminated in a 

referendum, held on 11th of May 2014, in which an overwhelming majority voted for 

independence from Kiev in both regions (BBC, 2014c; Reuters, 2014). While Russia has 

constantly been denying any involvement in the protests or support of the Donbass 

separatists, though invoking its right to protect Ukraine’s Russian-speaking population, Kiev 

and the West were convinced from the start that the protests had been orchestrated and 

decisively supported by Moscow (Balmforth & Zinets, 2014; BBC, 2014b; Volochine, 

2016). 

 

In Crimea, the spark for public uprising was the same as for the protests in the Donbass 

region, but consequently, things turned out differently. Following the ousting of President 

Yanukovych, anti-Maidan protests broke out, and pro-Russian “little green men”, fighting 

in uniforms without insignia, gradually brought strategic aims all across the peninsula under 
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their control (Higgins & Erlanger, 2014; Schreck, 2019). The anti-Kiev paramilitaries soon 

had seized most of Crimea’s politically and militarily critical infrastructure. As a result, a 

pro-Russian regional government was installed, and on 16th of March 2014, a referendum 

about the future of Crimea, as either a part of Ukraine or Russia, was held, in which over 90 

% of voters declared their wish to join the Russian Federation, two days later Crimea 

officially joined the Russian Federation (Collett-White & Popeski, 2014; Tagblatt, 2014). 

The Ukrainian government and Western politicians firmly condemned Russia’s annexation 

of Crimea as a violation of the sovereignty of Ukraine and international law, especially in 

light of the Budapest Memorandum of 1994, in which Russia guaranteed the territorial 

integrity of Ukraine (Spiegel, 2014; Watt, 2014). Russia later admitted that the soldiers in 

unmarked uniforms that brought the peninsula under their control were Russian special 

forces but claims that the referendum and subsequent incorporation of Crimea into the 

Russian Federation were legal under the right to self-determination and necessary to protect 

Russians from human rights violations (BBC, 2014a; Halling, 2015; Klein, 2015). 

 

2.2 The West reacts: The anti-Russian sanctions regime 
The West did not limit its reaction to what it saw as Russian military interventionism in 

Ukraine to mere diplomatic condemnations but decided to impose several rounds of 

sanctions against Russia. Sanctions can be divided into three types: diplomatic sanctions 

(including, e.g., the severing of mutual political relations or the expulsion of diplomats), 

trade restrictions (individual or sectoral export/import bans or overall trade embargos) and 

financial sanctions (e.g., asset freezes, investment restrictions or tightened credit terms). 

Nowadays, these three types are often employed simultaneously in a so-called “targeted” or 

“smart” sanctions regime, which has the aim of targeting the political elite while keeping the 

negative consequences of sanctions minimal for ordinary citizens (Tyll, Pernica, & Arltová, 

2018). It was precisely this type of smart sanctions that were imposed on Russia by the West 

(Ashford, 2016). 

 

The first coercive measures by a Western country against Russia in the wake of the Ukrainian 

crisis were taken by US President Barack Obama, who on 6th of March 2014 ordered the 

imposition of sanctions, including asset freezes and travel bans, on yet-unknown individuals 
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responsible for the military operations in Crimea and the Donbass region (Holland & Mason, 

2014). The EU introduced similar restrictions against 21 Russian and Ukrainian officials on 

17th of March, the day after the Crimean referendum. In the following days, several other 

Western allies by the likes of Australia, New Zealand, Japan, Canada, Albania, Montenegro, 

Norway, Iceland and Ukraine followed suit and introduced analogous sanctions (Bilban & 

Jaeger, 2020; Braddock, 2014; Council of the EU, 2014a; Hurst, 2014; TASS, 2014a). Apart 

from these economic and individual restrictions, the West implemented diplomatic sanctions 

by calling off US-Russia trade talks, permanently cancelling the forum of Russia-EU 

summits and excluding Russia from the G8 (Borger & Wann, 2014; DW, 2014; Hjelmgaard, 

2014). 

 

The following months saw several more individuals and around 20 companies, most of 

which were linked with close confidants of President Putin, added to the American sanctions 

lists (Wang & Elliot, 2014). Furthermore, the US imposed export restrictions on goods 

deemed capable of boosting Russia’s military capabilities (Radio Free Europe/Radio 

Liberty, 2018). Also the EU expanded its lists of sanctioned individuals in the following 

months, though adding solely two companies to its sanctions list. On 23rd of June, the EU 

passed a comprehensive import ban on all goods originating from Crimea in order “to 

implement the EU’s policy of non-recognition of the illegal annexation of Crimea” (Council 

of the EU, 2014b). 

 

On 17th of July 2014, a Malaysia Airlines passenger aeroplane (flight number MH17) with 

298 civilians on board was shot down when crossing the airspace of separatist-controlled 

Donetsk region. Both the EU and the United States were quick to blame the pro-Russian 

separatists for the plane’s downing and considerably stepped up the sanctions pressure on 

Moscow as a reaction to the escalating level of violence in eastern Ukraine (Borger, Luhn, 

& Norton-Taylor, 2014; Rushe & Walker, 2014; Schmitz & Welland, 2014). The additional 

EU and US restrictive measures adopted from July to September 2014 included3: 

 
 

 
3 See (Bureau of Industry and Security, 2014; Council of the EU, 2014c; Council of the EU, 2014d; US 
Department of the Treasury, 2014a; US Department of the Treasury, 2014b) 
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• A prohibition on the purchase and sale of bonds and equity with a maturity exceeding 

90 days issued by major state-owned Russian banks for EU private persons and 

companies. In September 2014, the maximum maturity of bonds and equity that 

could be traded with was lowered to 30 days, and the provision of loans to the before-

mentioned banks was forbidden entirely. The same limitations were extended to six 

Russian defence and energy companies. The US’s sanctions have been practically 

identical in this field, the only difference being a slightly extended list of banks and 

companies that would fall under these financial restrictions. 

• A prohibition on the export of dual-use goods, technology for military use, 

equipment for deep water or arctic oil exploration and products destined for shale oil 

production in Russia. 

• An EU investment moratorium regarding the infrastructure, transport, 

telecommunications, resource extraction and energy sectors of Crimea and 

Sevastopol. Furthermore, the export of key equipment and the provision of financial 

services to these sectors were prohibited. 

• An EU embargo on the import and export of arms from/to Russia. 

 

Similar to their line of action during the first wave of sanctions in March 2014, other Western 

countries again followed the example of the EU and US and tightened their sanctions 

regimes. Examples of such newly imposed restrictions include Japan’s restrictive measures 

aimed at curbing the middle- to long-term refinancing capabilities of Russian state-owned 

banks or Norway prohibiting the export of arms and fossil fuel exploration equipment to 

Russia (Moshin, 2014; TASS, 2014b). 

 

In December 2014, the US and EU further tightened their restrictive measures aimed at the 

Crimean economy and set up a universal trade embargo over goods and services coming 

from, respectively being exported to, Crimea. Furthermore, Washington and Brussels 

expanded the prohibition of investment to all new investments in Crimean entities (Krauland, 

et al., 2015).  
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After a series of futile efforts to diplomatically resolve the eastern Ukrainian crisis in 2014, 

French President Hollande and German Chancellor Merkel put forth a peace plan in February 

2015 as a reaction to the escalation of violence and the US’s indications of a possible troop 

deployment to Ukraine in early 2015 (Marcus, 2015). The peace deal, often referred to as 

the “Minsk Agreement”, included a roadmap for resolution of the situation in eastern 

Ukraine as well as a ceasefire agreement between the conflicting parties. It was agreed upon 

by the leaders of Ukraine, Russia, Germany and France on 12th of February 2015 in the 

Belarusian capital (Weaver & Luhn, 2015). The Minsk Agreement has held significant 

importance for the anti-Russian sanctions regime ever since its conclusion because the EU 

and US stipulated the full implementation of the Minsk Agreement as a condicio sine qua 

non for a lifting of the sanctions (Council of the EU, 2015; Reuters, 2016). 

 

After 2014, the sanctions regime has not been substantially tightened anymore, though it has 

broadened in its scope, with the EU and US regularly expanding their lists of individuals and 

companies subject to travel bans, asset freezes and financing restrictions (Radio Free 

Europe/Radio Liberty, 2018). There is, however, also no end in sight regarding the anti-

Russian sanctions as of yet, with the US and the EU prolonging their restrictions every 

twelve, respectively six, months, citing the non-implementation of the Minsk Agreement as 

the main reason to maintain the sanctions pressure on Russia (Kroet, 2017). 

 

2.3 Russia’s response measures 
After the West imposed travel bans and asset freezes on several individuals and entities close 

to the Kremlin within the scope of the first sanctions wave in March 2014, Moscow 

reciprocated by similar means. On 20th of March 2014, Russia’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs 

published a list of US officials subject to travel bans, among them, e.g., former House 

Speaker John Boehner and Senator John McCain. Four days later, this list was extended by 

13 Canadian officials (Chase, 2014; Joachim, 2014). 

 

On 6th of August 2014, President Putin signed the “Executive Order on special economic 

measures to protect Russia’s security” as a reaction to the tightened economic restrictions 

the EU, US and other Western countries had imposed on Russia a couple of weeks before. 
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This presidential order prompted the Russian government to impose an import ban on all 

beef, poultry, pork, fish, water invertebrates, fruit, vegetables and dairy products from the 

EU, US, Australia, Canada and Norway for one year (MacFarquhar & Smale, 2014). The 

list was later modified to lift the import stop for several products that could not be substituted 

by domestic production. In 2015 Albania, Iceland, Liechtenstein, Montenegro and Ukraine 

were added to the list of banned import destinations (TASS, 2017). 

 

Concerning the further development of Russian diplomatic sanctions since 2014, Moscow 

has more or less mirrored the steps of the EU and US and sporadically extends the list of 

sanctioned individuals, e.g., in 2015, when Russia released a list of 89 officials from EU 

countries banned from travelling to the Russian Federation (Onians, 2015). Regarding 

Russia’s economic countermeasures there can also be drawn parallels with Western 

demeanour since Russia has not significantly expanded economic restrictions on the West 

after 2014. However, the special economic measures are still in place in 2021 and prolonged 

yearly, under the rationale that the Western sanctions, which triggered the countermeasures, 

are still in place (TASS, 2017). 

 

2.4 Economic and political consequences of the sanctions regime(s) 

2.4.1 Economic consequences of the sanctions regime on Russia 

An isolated analysis of the economic effects of sanctions and countersanctions on the entire 

Russian economy is an almost impossible task because the imposition of sanctions in 2014 

coincided with a steep drop in oil prices, which in fact, scholars identify as the cardinal 

reason for Russia’s declining economic performance in 2014 and 2015 (Frye, 2019). 

Therefore, the following overview will be limited to the four economic sectors that felt the 

direct consequences of the sanctions the strongest.  

 

Judging from the current condition of the Russian defence sector, it appears nearly six years 

of sanctions have not markedly hurt the industry. The overall volume in arms trade with the 

West has always been comparatively low, and Russian arms companies have found other 

export destinations, with Russia’s arms export volume rising by somewhere between 45-90 

% (depending on the data source) in the period from 2014 to 2018 (Connoly, 2015; Datta, 
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2016; The Moscow Times, 2018). Even though Russia’s export volume has slightly dropped 

again in 2019 and 2020, Russia comfortably remains the second biggest arms exporter in the 

world (Abbasova, 2021; Cura, 2019). Furthermore, arms producers, in many remote regions 

of Russia among the most important employers, could rely on domestic demand to 

compensate for the sanctions’ effects, with the Russian state driving up its military 

expenditure by 30 % (real terms) between 2010 and 2019 under its “state armament 

programme (GPV)” (Connoly, 2015; Wezeman, 2020). Despite these overall indicators 

reflecting the Russian arms sector’s positive performance over the last couple of years, many 

experts point to the looming negative consequences connected with the sanctions in the long 

term. Ukrainian sanctions especially have hit the Russian defence sector hard, with 

Ukrainian firms traditionally acting as suppliers for key components of Russian weapon 

systems (Frolov, 2017). To compensate for the missing Ukrainian, and in specific instances 

also for European and American, products, Russia has turned east and switched to Chinese 

components for many military products. Chinese parts, however, could not sufficiently 

replace products from the West because of their inferior quality and are believed to be the 

reason behind several mishaps that the Russian armed forces had to deal with since 2014. 

Moreover, the usage of low-quality parts from East Asia inhibits Russia’s weapon system 

innovation capabilities, which in the long term endangers the industry’s international 

competitiveness (Gressel, 2020). 

 

Similar to the situation in the arms sector, the sanctions’ effects on the hydrocarbons sector 

might show in the long term. However, as of 2020, the economic restrictions have failed to 

decisively impact Russia’s biggest export industry, with Russia’s crude oil production 

steadily growing from 2014 to March 2020 (Trading Economics, 2021). The explanation for 

the consistent performance of Russia’s oil industry is that, by design, the sanctions have been 

primarily aimed at future projects of Russian energy firms, targeting deep-water, arctic and 

shale oil exploration. This forward-looking perspective taken by the sanctioning countries 

means the sanctions might only show their full effect once existing Russian oil fields are 

increasingly depleted. Once this depletion, which is expected within the next decade, 

manifests itself, Russia cannot replace the resource pools with its arctic and deep-water oil 

reserves (Connoly, 2015). Furthermore, Russian energy firms might run into problems when 

replacing ageing machines and components that fall under the Western export embargo of 
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dual-use goods (Luzin, 2020). The natural gas industry faces relatively promising outlooks 

since natural gas capacity development and production have not been targeted by the 

sanctions regime in order to guarantee Europe’s energy safety, and Russian gas exports to 

Europe reached all times highs in 2016 and 2017. What is more, is that future perspectives 

for Russian gas exports to Europe are more than promising. Despite objections from 

Washington, the EU’s top politicians insistently advocate the completion of Nord Stream 2, 

a gas pipeline that will significantly increase Russia’s gas export capacities to Germany and 

other European countries (Coote, 2018; Keating, 2019; ZEIT Online, 2021). 

 

The sanctions on Russia’s financial sector have substantially influenced the capabilities of 

Russia’s largest banks to lend money to domestic companies and therefore had a severe 

influence on the overall economy. The problematic situation was aggravated by the fact that 

international lenders have become reluctant to lend money to Russian banks and businesses, 

even if they were not on the sanctions list, because of the fear that the sanctions regime might 

be extended further (Connoly, 2015). It was this notion of “overfulfillment” by Western 

financial providers, which at all cost tried to avoid breaching the sanctions rules, that made 

the financial sanctions also perceptible to ordinary Russians, when Visa and Mastercard 

froze all payments from four Russian banks, which had their owners placed on the sanctions 

list in March 2014. This suspension had the effect of voiding tens of thousands of credit 

cards held by Russian customers and was later reversed after an intervention by the US 

government (Dementyeva, Shestopal, & Butrin, 2014). Overall financial indicators show 

that foreign debt held by Russian companies and banks has substantially decreased following 

the imposition of sanctions, with the Russian state stepping in and providing capital to 

financially stricken banks and struggling oil companies. Also, FDI inflow to Russia has taken 

a plunge from 2014 onwards. Though, it is difficult to isolate the sanctions as a reason for 

this dip since the drop in oil prices and depreciation of the rouble have led to an overall 

downturn of investors trust in the Russian economy (Ashford, 2016; Korhonen, Simola, & 

Solanko, 2018). 

 

The Russian agricultural sector has also been indirectly influenced by the abovementioned 

sanctions on the financial sector. However, the Russian countermeasures had a far more 

significant impact on the industry, consumers and producers alike. For consumers, the import 
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ban on agricultural products in summer 2014 meant a steep increase in food prices, which 

already were subject to the overall inflation that the Russian economy had to deal with in the 

wake of the falling oil prices and the following depreciation of the rouble. In 2013, 40 % of 

food products consumed in Russia were imported (in value terms). Accordingly, the import 

embargo not only meant a rise in prices but also substantially curtailed the variety of products 

available for Russian consumers. Despite the significance of imports for Russia’s food 

market, overall food security for ordinary Russians was never endangered by the import ban. 

Russia had mainly imported high-value products, like fruit or meat, before 2014, and it was 

also these goods that were affected by the import ban, while the availability of staple goods 

such as wheat and grain was hardly affected by the countersanctions (Liefert, Liefert, Seeley, 

& Lee, 2019). Food producers, on the other hand, found themselves under favourable 

conditions following the rise in food prices and the gap left on the market by Western 

producers after the import ban. Especially Russian grain production picked up following the 

sanctions, with wheat production and exports having been doubled by 2018 compared to 

their pre-sanctions (2012-13) level (Lyddon, 2021). Other areas, though, could not profit 

from the favourable market conditions as much as the Russian government hoped. Livestock 

production, for example, grew further following the countersanctions, however, at a lower 

rate than in the years before 2014 (Connoly, 2015; Liefert, Liefert, Seeley, & Lee, 2019; US 

Department of Agriculture, 2020). 

 

2.4.2 Political consequences of the sanctions regime on Russia 

Isolating the tangible economic effects of the sanctions regime on Russia has been a daunting 

task. However, judging the political effects of the sanctions, so comparing how the 

hypothetical status quo would present itself nowadays without sanctions, with the political 

reality, is an even tougher exercise. The description of the sanctions’ political consequences 

is further impeded by the contrasting judgements held by different scholars. 

 

In general, sanctions are implemented to pursue three goals: coercing the state under 

sanctions to change its policy, constraining further unwanted behaviour by the target state 

and signalling dissatisfaction to the target state, the public at home, and a broader audience. 

The West sought to reach exactly these three goals by applying sanctions pressure on Russia 

(Beyer & Zogg, 2018; Gould-Davies, 2020). Firstly, the West has tried to resolve the crisis 
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in eastern Ukraine by compelling Russian policy change. In 2015 the EU became even more 

precise, insisting on the full implementation of the Minsk Agreement as a resolution to the 

conflict situation in the Donbass region. This aim was clearly not reached, with the situation 

in the Donetsk and Luhansk People’s Republics more or less deadlocked since the end of 

2014 and the Minsk agreement being far from implemented (Åtland, 2020). It is this 

sustained standstill in the eastern Ukrainian conflict that had observers deem the Western 

sanctions regime a failure (Ashford, 2016; Beyer & Zogg, 2018). The second Western 

motive for introducing sanctions against Russia was to preclude an escalation of Russian 

military adventurism in Ukraine and other European countries (European Council, 2014). 

Although Russian intentions before the implementation of sanctions are hard to determine 

in retrospective, some commentators see the stop of pro-Russian militants’ advance in 

eastern Ukraine, as exemplified by the Russian decision to refrain from taking over the city 

Mariupol in the face of threats of increased sanctions, and the non-escalation of fighting in 

the Donbass area as the real success of the sanctions regime (Åslund & Snegovaya, 2021; 

Cristie, 2016; Gould-Davies, 2018). Thirdly, the sanctions were intended as a signal not only 

to Russia but to the entire international community that the EU and the US will defend the 

international rules-based order, thereby deterring similar acts by other countries in the future 

(Slobodian & Ptasnyk, 2018). This signalling effect can be viewed as the second success of 

the sanctions regime, with hardly any country following Russia’s made-up justifications for 

annexing Crimea and the Western front remaining closed on this issue (Gould-Davies, 

2020). 

 

The internal mechanism of the targeted Western sanctions regime, by which before-

described foreign policy goals should be reached, envisioned that the sanctions, aimed at 

Russian political and economic leaders, spur dissatisfaction among the pro-Kremlin elite, 

which then would exert pressure on the government to change its policy. In reality, though, 

the Kremlin was quick to shelter its minions from the harmful impact of the Western 

restrictions by awarding those under sanctions lucrative contracts for state projects and 

enabling refinancing through public money (Ashford, 2016; Beyer & Zogg, 2018; Johnston, 

2015). Accordingly, elite upset held off, with some even arguing that the sanctions have 

boosted elite support for the Kremlin (Chatzky, 2019). While outcry among Putin’s cronies 

over the sanctions regime failed to materialise, ordinary Russians had to bear the brunt of 
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the sanctions regime. The imposition of financial restrictions that coincided with a recession 

triggered by the falling oil prices meant that the Russian government had to cut public 

spending on health care and infrastructure (Ashford, 2016). Russia’s implementation of 

countermeasures as a reaction to the Western restrictions led to a rise in food prices and a 

limitation of goods available, which made the sanctions even more tangible for all Russian 

citizens. The Kremlin successfully convinced a broad majority4 of Russians that the 

countersanctions were necessary to repel the effects of the Western sanctions regime, which 

meant that the targeted sanctions regime was transformed into a set of “traditional” 

sanctions, which hit the entire population (Yudina, 2015). This transition of the sanctions 

regime becoming comprehensive was further exacerbated by a “contagion” or 

“overfullfilment” effect in the financial sector, where several Western banks were not 

anymore willing to lend money to any Russian companies out of the fear that sanctions 

would be extended or because of the risk that business with Russian companies was 

unwittingly violating the complex sanctions regulations (Connoly, 2015; Johnston, 2015). 

The shift towards the perception of the sanctions as being targeted on the entire population 

is illustrated by the fact that Russians saw the negative effect of the sanctions and the fall in 

oil prices as equally damaging for the economy in 20155. Another survey conducted in 2015 

showed that a third of Russians believed that the sanctions had caused very or somewhat 

serious problems for them and their families6. 

 

 
  

 
 

 
4 Survey published by LEVADA Centre in May 2017 https://www.levada.ru/2017/05/15/sanktsii-i-
kontrsanktsii-3/ 
5 Survey published by PEW Research Centre in June 2015 
https://www.pewresearch.org/global/2015/06/10/nato-publics-blame-russia-for-ukrainian-crisis-but-reluctant-
to-provide-military-aid/russia-ukraine-report-23/ 
6 Survey published by LEVADA Centre in August 2015 https://www.levada.ru/en/2015/08/03/sanctions-and-
countersanctions/ 
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III. Theoretical framework and hypotheses 
The following chapter gives an introduction of the theoretical framework employed in the 

thesis. At the start, the relatively novel concept of “strategic narratives” will be explained, 

and it will be presented why strategic narratives are frequently used in times of crisis. Next, 

the political tool of “sanctions” will be introduced. This section shall inform the reader what 

kind of sanctions there are, how they are supposed to trigger policy change and what 

countries under sanctions can do to defend themselves against sanctions. This theoretical 

background will inform the thesis’ three hypotheses, which will be presented in the last 

section of this chapter. 

 

3.1 Strategic narratives 
A narrative, according to Shiller (2017, p. 968), can be defined as a “simple story or easily 

expressed explanation of events that many people want to bring up in conversation or on 

news or social media because it can be used to stimulate the concerns or emotions of others, 

and/or because it appears to advance self-interest”. In other words, narratives are stories that 

help people to make sense of political facts (Narlikar, 2020). Narratives are an essential tool 

to structure communication because of humans’ innate preference for understanding 

complicated contexts as stories (Macintyre, 2007; Salmon, 2017). This natural human 

predilection for storytelling means that persuasive narratives are a powerful political 

resource because decision-makers might be able to influence constituents’ understanding of 

political events, actors and policies, by making use of narratives (Roselle, Miskimmon, & 

O'Loughlin, 2014). 

 

A narrative “turns” strategic when it does not emerge spontaneously but is deliberately 

constructed and reinforced, with the goal of compellingly explaining events (Freedman, 

2006). In their definitive work “Strategic Narratives: Communication Power and the New 

World Order”, Miskimmon, O’Loughlin and Roselle (2013, p. 146) describe strategic 

narratives as “a means for political actors to construct a shared meaning of the past, present, 

and future of international politics to shape the behaviour of domestic and international 

actors”. A narrative contains a starting situation, an issue that disrupts this initial order and 

a solution that illustrates how to restore order, although this new order might be slightly 
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different compared to the initial situation (Antoniades, Miskimmon, & O’Loughlin, 2010, p. 

4). Bearing in mind this “anatomy” of narratives, it becomes clear why strategic narratives 

are often resorted to by politicians in times of crises, for explaining how a crisis unfolds, 

how the challenge at hand could be handled and how a potential finite-state should look like 

after the crisis has been overcome (Miskimmon, O’Loughlin, & Roselle, 2013). This kind 

of strategic crisis narrative enables political decision-makers to influence how other actors 

understand a crisis and, in the long term, to also shape others’ overall perception of 

international politics and even their behaviour (Miskimmon, O’Loughlin, & Roselle, 2015).  

 

Strategic narratives are commonly divided into three different types: System Narratives, 

Identity Narratives and Issue Narratives (Miskimmon, O’Loughlin, & Roselle, 2013, p. 7; 

van Noort, 2017; Ventsel, Hansson, Madisson, & Sazonov, 2021). System Narratives 

concern the nature of international relations, its players and the world order as such. 

Examples of System Narratives are the Cold War or the meteoric rise of China on the world 

stage. Identity (or National) Narratives are about the national identity of a state or nation, 

such as the story of a country and what common values and goals a nation shares, e.g., the 

US seeing itself as a beacon of democracy and the land of the free. Issue Narratives are 

concerned with explaining policies, so why a particular policy is necessary and what there 

is to be done to successfully implement this policy. Examples of Issue Narratives include 

before-mentioned narratives on specific crises (Miskimmon, O’Loughlin, & Roselle, 2013; 

Roselle, Miskimmon, & O’Loughlin, 2014). Issue Narratives are of crucial importance since 

policies, to enjoy legitimacy and support, must be explained to other politicians and the 

public, nationally and internationally, in order to show that the policy is right and the goals 

connected with it can be achieved (George, 1989). This need for reaching policy legitimacy 

through the usage of strategic (Issue) narratives in combination with the frequent application 

of strategic narratives in times of crisis make the concept an ideal prism through which the 

analysis of Russia’s communication strategy surrounding the sanctions can be conducted. 

 

3.2 Sanctions 
In principle, the usage of international sanctions follows the same underlying logic as the 

use of military force. One side seeks to politically disintegrate an opponent so that this 
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opponent gives up the pursuit of a specific goal or gives in to distinct demands. Analogous 

to the use of armed force, states might only threaten to use sanctions, to convince the other 

side of abandoning/assenting to a specific policy in the face of possible future hardships, or 

indeed impose sanctions, which result in significant costs for the target. When these costs 

become unbearable, the target state gives in and has to alter its policy (Bapat & Kwon, 2015). 

The difference between sanctions and conventional warfare is that sanctions regimes are a 

tool of “coercive diplomacy”, which can be defined as “getting the adversary to act a certain 

way via anything short of brute force”, and therefore seek to reach their goals without 

bloodshed (Byman & Waxman, 2000, p. 9). 

 

Despite insular efforts of implementing sanctions before WWII, the usage of sanctions as a 

tool of coercion kicked off in the second half of the 20th century. Sanctions regimes at that 

time were implemented by one state or a bloc of countries and included the complete 

severing of economic and diplomatic ties with the target country, a practice called 

“comprehensive sanctions”, as, e.g., the US trade restrictions on Cuba implemented in 1962 

(US Department of State, 2021). Sanctions regimes during the time of the Cold War were 

hardly ever universal because sanctioned countries could always turn to the “other” 

superpower for help. However, after 1990 the situation changed since comprehensive 

sanctions regimes now had a realistic chance to be approved by the UNSC and were therefore 

indeed universal. The results of these newly universal comprehensive sanctions could be 

witnessed in Iraq in the 1990s, where the population had to bear devastating humanitarian 

consequences triggered by a sanctions regime (Gordon, 2011). As a reaction to the 

unintended consequences of the sanctions against Saddam Hussein’s Iraq, international 

policy planners designed a new type of sanctions mechanism, called “targeted” or “smart” 

sanctions (Ashford, 2016). Smart sanctions have the aim of maximising the negative impact 

on the individuals responsible for the undesirable policy in the target state while minimising 

negative consequences for the population (Giumelli, 2015). Smart sanctions regimes are 

based on a tailor-made combination of arms embargos, travel restrictions such as visa bans 

on individuals or flight bans on airlines, trade sanctions on economic sectors the sanctions 

targets especially benefit from, and individual or collective financial restrictions (Gordon, 

2011). In the 21st century, thanks to the ever-increasing economic interdependence and the 
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desire to avoid the costs of military conflict, economic sanctions have become one of the 

most popular measures of coercive diplomacy worldwide (Cooper Drury, 2001). 

 

As outlined in section 2.4.2, the sanctions against Russia were designed as targeted sanctions 

by the sending nations. However, the countermeasures taken by the Russian government, the 

over-compliance of Western businesses and the general economic downturn that coincided 

with the implementation of the Western restrictions eroded the target precision of the 

sanctions and turned the sanctions regime comprehensive, certainly in the eyes of the 

Russian population. Therefore, the defence strategies against comprehensive sanctions 

introduced below are also applicable to the case of Western sanctions against Russia. 

 

In his standard work on sanctions, Galtung (1967, pp. 387-388) identified three strategies 

(“three holes”) that target nations can undertake to counter the negative economic effects 

connected with sanctions. Firstly, targeted countries can train themselves in enduring the 

sacrifices connected with the restrictions and preferably even start to like the new 

circumstances because adaptive measures become a desirable goal themselves. Secondly, 

the state under sanctions might absorb the economic shock by restructuring its national 

economy, so producing boycotted goods domestically or making substitutes for these goods 

and finding new jobs for the population laid off in the wake of the economic sanctions. 

Regarding the restructuring of the national economy, Doxey (1980, p. 112) added that in 

certain industries, import embargos might act as a stimulant for domestic ingenuity and 

production since domestic producers enjoy protection from foreign competition. Investment 

in domestic firms serving the enlarged home market will become more profitable and 

consumers enjoy the patriotic feeling of supporting the own economy when buying 

domestically produced goods. Thirdly, sanctioned countries might rely on third countries, 

which have not implemented sanctions, to compensate for the losses incurred because of the 

economic restrictions. According to Doxey (1980, pp. 113-114), the utility of this 

counterstrategy varies from case to case. Generally speaking, support from third countries is 

especially convenient if the non-participants are neighbouring countries or are powerful 

enough to decisively step in as a substitute trade partner. A further defence measure 

introduced by Galtung (1967, p. 389) is signalling towards the sending countries that one 

will hold out until the upper limit of the sending nations, which in the face of the sanctions 
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also have to bear costs, is reached. Even though this strategy is not explicitly grouped into 

the realm of “economic defence measures” by Galtung, it is added to this group in this paper 

because this measure mainly concerns the performance of the own national economy, which 

is ideally more resilient than the economy of the sending nations and therefore can endure 

greater hardships. 

 

Even if the economic consequences might be cushioned by employing the above-mentioned 

strategies, sanctions regimes still carry a moral element. Other nations have publicly 

condemned a policy by the target state, which might lead to dropping popular identification 

with the offending policy across the target state’s population and consequently to 

surrendering this policy (Doxey, 1980, pp. 120-121). Galtung (1967, p. 389; 399) identified 

three dimensions that states under sanctions should seek to influence through the directed 

application of public communication and propaganda in order to curb the moral effect that 

being sanctioned might have on the own population. Firstly, targeted governments should 

strive to depict the sanctions as aimed at the country and population as a whole, rather than 

only on a particular subgroup of society. Secondly, sanctioned states should try to weaken 

identification with the sending nations and, if possible, even try to stir negative feelings 

towards the sending nations across their population. Thirdly, sanctions targets should 

emphasise the value of the policy over which the sanctions were implemented and point out 

that no alternative is more beneficial than enduring the sanctions. 

 

Comprehensive sanctions regimes are generally recognised as a thing of the past, thus 

contemporary literature on comprehensive sanctions and defensive measures against such 

restrictions is thin on the ground. In recent years though, a comparable concept has come 

into fashion, thanks to the US’s and China’s growing tendency of pursuing strategic goals 

by relying on economic means, a practice called “geoeconomic statecraft” or “geoeconomic 

warfare” (Crawford, 2020). Following Chatham House’s definition of geoeconomics as “the 

use of economic tools to advance geopolitical objectives”, one can also qualify sanctions as 

a tool of geoeconomic warfare (Schneider-Petsinger, 2016). One standard economic measure 

to counter the adverse effects for targets of geoeconomic warfare is bolstering up domestic 

capacities in economic sectors subject to geoeconomic coercion (Crawford, 2020). 

Furthermore, countries should seek to diversify their supply chains and form economic 
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alliances with like-minded countries in the face of geoeconomic threats (Bluth, 2021) 

(Gehrke, 2019). Ideally, countries should proactively implement these measures even before 

means of geoeconomic warfare are used against them. Nonetheless, the recent examples of 

Japan turning to alternative supply lines following a Chinese export ban on rare earths or 

European countries setting up an autonomous payment system to avoid the US’s sanctions 

on Iran illustrate that before-mentioned measures can also be employed ad hoc (DW, 2019) 

(Huang, 2019). Due to the need of bringing the domestic and international public on their 

side, targets of geoeconomic statecraft might also seek legal remedies against the attack in 

order to increase reputational costs for the sending nation (Crawford, 2020). From this short 

introduction on the concept of geoeconomic statecraft and defensive strategies, it can be seen 

that, while certainly details and terminologies have changed over time, the underlying 

principles and strategies of how to defend against economic coercion defined by Galtung 

(1967) and Doxey (1980) are still informing contemporary policymaking. 

 

3.3 Hypotheses formulation 
Based on the before-introduced theoretical background, three hypotheses regarding Russia’s 

strategic narratives on the Western sanctions regime have been formulated. 

 

The first two hypotheses concern the content of Russia’s strategic communication on the 

sanctions. Along the lines of the sanctions defence framework introduced in detail above 

(section 3.2), it is expected that Russia’s communication on the sanctions is mainly based on 

two strategic narratives. First, it is expected that Russia will seek to mitigate the moral effect 

of being sanctioned by showing that the sanctions go against the entire Russian population 

and the country as a whole and not only against a narrow elite. Furthermore, sending nations 

and their intentions behind the implementation of sanctions will be discredited. Moreover, 

the sanctions target will be underlining the importance of the policy at stake and point out 

how devastating giving in to the sending nations’ demands would be. All these points 

concern sanctions as a diplomatic instrument as such and are aimed at undermining the 

political legitimacy of sanctions usage against Russia; therefore, the first strategic narrative 

is termed “delegitimizing narrative”. Second, it can be expected that to cushion the perceived 

economic hardship triggered by the sanctions regime, Russia’s political leadership will try 
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to illustrate that the sanctions do not decisively harm the national economy. Falling back on 

the three holes introduced in-depth in section 3.2, it can be hypothesised that Russia will 

promote sacrifice and adaptation to altered economic conditions as not only necessary but 

as in itself desirable. Apart from that, Russia will strive to signal how it has successfully 

restructured its national economy to outweigh the negative consequences connected with the 

external shock of the sanctions regime, and Russia will show how alternative trade partners 

have filled the gaps that Western companies left in the wake of the imposition of trade 

restrictions. This economic narrative most clearly shows the before-introduced structure of 

an initial situation, a problem that disrupts this situation, and a solution for the problem, 

which results in a new order (Antoniades, Miskimmon, & O’Loughlin, 2010). Since this 

narrative mainly focuses on the economic consequences of the sanctions and making them 

appear less severe, the second strategic narrative is called “downplaying narrative”. 

Following from these illuminations are the first two hypotheses: 

 

H1: One of Russia’s strategic narratives on the Western sanctions will be aimed at 

delegitimizing the sanctions regime. 

 

H2: One of Russia’s strategic narratives on the Western sanctions regime will seek to 

downplay the negative economic effects of the sanctions. 

 

The third hypothesis has the topic of varying usage of strategic narratives over time. 

Generally speaking, decision-makers’ range for developing and employing strategic 

narratives is relatively broad. Nevertheless, the application of strategic narratives is 

decisively shaped and constrained by current political and economic circumstances. As a 

result, not every strategic narrative can be successfully implemented at any given time, but 

instead has to somehow reflect the overall political and economic zeitgeist (Miskimmon, 

O’Loughlin, & Roselle, 2013, pp. 6-7; Roselle, 2017, p. 58). The importance of using the 

right strategic narratives at the right time becomes particularly apparent, reconsidering that 

one of the primary purposes of strategic narratives is to create policy legitimacy (Dimitru & 

De Graaf, 2016, p. 6; van Noort & Colley, 2021, p. 46). Building on this piece of theoretical 

background, it can be expected that the Russian political leadership had to adapt the usage 

of its different strategic narratives to the political and economic reality of the day. The 
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literature speaks about “economic and political” circumstances, however, measuring the 

political situation in Russia with the help of quantitative indicators is an operationally 

problematic task. Moreover, Treisman (2011) illustrated that economic key performance 

indicators are a robust annunciator of the political atmosphere in Russia, where presidential 

popularity is evidentially dependent on the country’s economic situation. Therefore, in the 

following, Russia’s “economic and political” situation will be exclusively determined by 

economic indicators. 

 

Accordingly, it might be hypothesised that over the six-year period of observation, the usage 

frequency of the delegitimizing narrative compared to the strategic narrative aimed at 

downplaying the effects of the sanction has been rising and dropping, depending on the 

economic situation primarily in Russia, but also internationally. It might be expected that 

during times of economic prosperity and stability, a (downplaying) narrative stressing how 

the economic restrictions have failed to make a substantial impact on the Russian economy 

fall on a more futile ground than during times of hardship and economic nonsuccess. The 

pattern might also be predicted regarding the use of the delegitimizing narrative, just the 

other way around, since it is common practice for sanctioned states to shift the blame for 

below-average national economic performance on the hostile sanctions implemented from 

abroad (Ashford, 2016; Doxey, 1980). Based on these evaluations is: 

 

H3: There is a difference in the frequency of usage of the downplaying and delegitimizing 

strategic narratives depending on the current economic situation in Russia. During times of 

economic prosperity, the downplaying narrative is comparatively more common, while 

during times of economic hardship, the delegitimizing narrative is used more frequently. 
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IV. Methodology 
This chapter shall give the reader an insight into the methods that the author employed to 

arrive at his research results. First, it will be outlined why the method of thematic analysis 

was deemed suitable to map the content of Russia’s strategic narratives on the Western 

sanctions. In the next section, the process of collecting the data necessary for analysis is 

presented in detail. Then the six-step procedure of conducting a thematic analysis, designed 

by Braun and Clarke (2006), will be explained while simultaneously showing how the six 

steps were implemented in the current thesis. In the last section, it will be showcased why a 

Chi-square test lends itself best to the purpose of this thesis’ quantitative analysis. 

 

4.1 Research design 
This thesis employs the concept of strategic narratives, which can be characterised as tools 

for politicians to make sense of international political facts, events and actors in order to 

influence the behaviour of their audience, domestic and abroad (Miskimmon, O’Loughlin, 

& Roselle, 2013). Because of the relative novelty of this concept, there has not yet emerged 

one universally applicable set of methods for analysing strategic narratives. Instead, 

researchers are supposed to utilise a mix of diverse methods for the study of strategic 

narratives (O’Loughlin, Miskimmon, & Roselle, 2017, pp. 23-24). 

 

For the paper at hand, thematic analysis, one of the most commonly used, but rarely 

acknowledged, qualitative methods in social sciences was employed to analyse Russia’s 

strategic narratives on the sanctions regime (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Roulston, 2001). 

Thematic analysis is a method that supports the researcher to explore themes and recurring 

patterns in qualitative verbal expressions and is suitable for large data sets (Herzog, Handke, 

& Hitters, 2019). The demarcation between thematic analysis and the better-known 

technique of content analysis is sometimes blurry in scholarly literature. Bryman (2012), for 

example, even depicts thematic analysis as a subcategory of content analysis. At the same 

time, others explicitly outline the differences of these two similar, yet distinct, methods 

(Vaismoradi, Turunen, & Bondas, 2013). The most regularly mentioned distinction between 

the two research methods is that with content analysis, the reporting of differences and 

commonalities in the data is simpler, while for thematic analysis, the development of themes 
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depends on the researcher revealing more complex interrelations within the data (Braun & 

Clarke, 2006; Vaismoradi & Snelgrove, 2019). 

 

Thematic analysis can be carried out in two ways, either in an inductive fashion, where the 

researcher codes the data “freely”, without trying to fit the codes into a pre-existing 

theoretical framework, or in a “theoretical” way, where the scope of the analysis is narrowed 

down by a theoretical framework and the researcher codes the data with regards to pre-

existing research questions (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Because the analysis at hand had been 

conducted to explore the make-up of narrowly defined strategic narratives, the theoretical 

variant of thematic analysis was deemed more suitable. The exact procedure of carrying out 

the thematic analysis was instructed by Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six-step guideline and 

will be introduced in detail in section 4.3. 

 

4.2 Data collection 
The collection of data was confined to statements from Minister of Foreign Affairs Sergey 

Lavrov, President Vladimir Putin and Prime Minister Dmitry Medvedev7, due to the Russian 

system being dominated by the executive power and the fact that Russian foreign policy is 

practically exclusively shaped by its top decision-makers (Oldberg, 2007; Yakovlev-Golani, 

2011). Similar to Szostek’s (2017a) research design, who analysed Russia’s strategic 

narratives in another context, the statements subject to analysis were derived from the 

official databases of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs (mid.ru), the Kremlin (kremlin.ru) and 

the Government (government.ru).8 

 

The analysis of strategic narratives necessitates the limitation of a timeframe for which 

statements are collected and analysed. While for most cases concerning specific political 

events or circumstances, scholars set a relatively short timeframe - e.g., Flaherty and Roselle 

 
 

 
7 Even though the timeframe of analysis also includes 2,5 months (January to March 2020) of Mikhail Mishustin’s tenure as PM, he is not 
included here because there was no single relevant piece to be found of him before 31st of March 2020. 
8 Despite the data collection process having been executed in a relatively uniform fashion, the distinct structure of each database and the 
unique style of speech for each politician, made slight adaptions of the data collection procedure for each politician inevitable. Every 
instance of deviation from the standard procedure will be indicated in the following. 
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(2018), who based their analysis of RT’s strategic narratives on Brexit on statements from a 

period of only two months - the length of the Western sanctions as such and the research aim 

of this text require a longer analysis timeframe. Accordingly, the time window for which 

statements were collected was set from 6th of March 2014, the implementation date of the 

first US restrictive measures against Russia as a reaction to the events in Ukraine, until 31st 

of March 2020, the day research for the text at hand was started by the author (The White 

House, 2014). While other studies might narrow the scope of statements down by focusing 

exclusively on a specific type of statement (e.g., press interviews, TV speeches, etc.) or 

taking samples, for the enquiry at hand, no such limitations were made to avoid selection 

bias and guarantee valid results (Ambrosio & Vandrovec, 2013). 

 

Apart from the time restriction, the statements that were to be analysed also had to be limited 

in their thematic scope in order to have a list of statements for analysis that all indeed were 

about the topic of Western sanctions against Russia. To pick out the pieces in which Lavrov, 

Putin and Medvedev were speaking about the sanctions, Hinck, Kluver and Cooley’s (2015) 

technique of skimming the texts for search terms with the help of an automatic word search 

was employed. 

 

The keyword search was conducted with the “Multiple Highlight” browser plugin, which 

allows the user to search a website for several terms simultaneously and was used to skim 

all statements from the three databases for the terms “sanction” and “sanctions”, in order to 

explore relevant statements. A downside of narrowing down the number of statements like 

this is the possible omittance of statements that are relevant for the analysis but cannot be 

found because instead of the terms “sanction” or “sanctions”, another word was used to 

speak about the sanctions regime. To curb the risk of unknowingly excluding relevant pieces 

from the analysis, the statements in which the politicians were explicitly speaking about 

“sanction(s)” were skimmed for terms that each of the three decision-makers regularly used 

as a synonym for “sanction(s)”. To test the utility of the additional search terms, all 

statements of the year 2014 were again searched with an individualised list of terms that 

each politician has used to describe the sanctions regime was created. While for MFA 

Lavrov, the exploration with additional search terms did not yield any extra texts relevant 

for the analysis, the search terms “limitations”, “measures” and “restrictions” helped to 



34 

 

 

identify a handful of additional statements, when applied to the Prime Minister’s and 

President’s statements from 2014. Therefore, Putin and Medvedev’s statements from 2015 

until March 2020 were also skimmed for relevant pieces using these three additional search 

terms.9 

 

For unknown reasons, all three databases used for the collection of data miss some 

statements in their English-language version compared to the databases in the Russian 

original version. To filter out the relevant pieces that were exclusively available in the 

Russian-language version, the English and Russian database versions were compared, pieces 

only available in Russian were recorded and afterwards skimmed for the Russian equivalents 

of “sanction” and “sanctions”, “санкция“ and “санкции“.10 The author’s advanced Russian 

skills allowed him to check the statements for their relevance and translate them. For the 

translation of longer statements, the automated translation website DeepL was used for time 

reasons. Along the lines of the procedure employed for the English statements, the Russian-

language statements from the Kremlin’s database were skimmed for the alternative search 

terms “огранич” (for ограничение, ограничения = restriction(s)), “мера” (=measure, step), 

“меры” (measures, steps) “лимит” (for лимит, лимиты = limitation, limitations). The 

search with additional Russian keywords in the database of the Prime Minister could not be 

carried out since the general nature of the additional search terms yielded 199 additional 

search results for one month, out of which no new relevant piece was discovered when 

carrying out a spot check for April 2014. 

 

4.3 Qualitative data analysis 
The sorting of statements with regards to relevance for the analysis has in large part already 

been conducted during the data collection phase. Especially the searches with the alternative 

 
 

 
9 The exact search terms used to skim the statements were “sanct”, “limi”, “measure”, and “restricti”. The words were deliberately not 
written in their full form, to find singular and plural, adjective forms (e.g. limited) and words with the same meaning from the same root 
(e.g. limit), while being so specific as to not produce too many miss-hits, e.g. only “restrict” produced too many miss-hits when trying out 
the search for the 2014 statements, so it had to be “restricti”. 
 
10 To avoid leaving out pieces that the automatic search might not find due to the specific declination of nouns in the Russian language, 
the search term “санкц” was used. 
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search terms “measure(s)”, “restriction(s)” and “limitation(s)” have predominantly delivered 

statements that were not related to the topic of the Western sanctions against Russia and thus 

were not taken into consideration for the analysis. Skimming the politicians’ statements with 

the terms “sanction” or “sanctions” provided the majority of pieces relevant for the analysis. 

Nevertheless, numerous statements that contained the word “sanction(s)” had to be filtered 

out because they were explicitly concerned with other sanctions regimes, e.g., Western 

sanctions against Syria or Russian sanctions against Turkey. As a result, the list of statements 

for the thematic analysis exclusively contained statements in which Lavrov, Putin or 

Medvedev were either explicitly speaking about the Western sanctions regime against the 

Russian Federation or the political tool of sanctions in general. 

 

After the collection of data and the preliminary sorting out of irrelevant statements was 

completed, the actual thematic analysis, guided by Braun’s and Clarke’s (2006) six-step 

guideline, was conducted. In the first step, the author familiarised himself with the relevant 

texts by repeatedly going through the passages in which the three politicians talked about 

the Western sanctions regime, as “(t)here is no substitute for intimate engagement with your 

data” (Marshall & Rossman, 2016, p. 405). Apart from immersing into the data in this phase, 

the distinct text passage(s) that concerned the Western sanctions regime were extracted from 

Lavrov’s, Putin’s and Medvedev’s statements and copied into an Excel sheet. 

 

Once the first step was concluded, the more formal coding process was started, and initial 

codes were generated. The goal of step two was to establish a first connection between the 

text fragments by reading through them again, distinctly searching for recurring patterns in 

the statements and highlighting them in the text, thereby developing first codes, which were 

noted down next to the statement. These codes give meaning to the “chunks” of data, e.g., 

phrases or sentences, and are not bound to the usage of a specific word but rather to the 

meaning behind the words utilised. However, codes must not be mixed up with themes, 

which are generally broader than codes and were only developed in the third step (Miles & 

Huberman, 1994). As mentioned in section 4.1, the current thematic analysis was carried out 

within a predetermined theoretical framework. Therefore, already in this phase, the initial 

codes were developed with the prerequisite that they might support either a delegitimizing 

or a downplaying narrative. Focusing on the theoretical framework in this relatively early 
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stage of analysis does not only facilitate the development of internally coherent and 

theoretically significant themes afterwards, but also prevents the researcher from suffering 

under data overload in a coding situation where “everything goes”, a common point of 

criticism voiced against thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006). 

 

After the initial codes were developed, the list of codes was reviewed and screened for 

similarities between the different codes to start step three, the search for themes. Themes can 

be seen as an umbrella, similar codes are compared and combined until the codes that share 

the same underlying meaning are grouped into a theme, which serves as an explanation of 

all the different codes under its umbrella (Snowden & Martin, 2010; Vaismoradi & 

Snelgrove, 2019). The first distinction that could be made between the codes was whether 

the particular code adds to the delegitimizing narrative or supports the downplaying 

narrative. One rough guiding principle to divide between the two narratives was to decide 

whether the code was about the malign intentions of the sending nations (which would add 

to the delegitimizing narrative) or about the economic effects of the sanctions regime (adding 

to a downplaying narrative). Despite this guiding principle, of course not being 100 % 

accurate, it helped achieve a first rough bipartition of the codes. 

 

Afterwards, the more sophisticated task of developing distinct themes was undertaken. The 

overriding thought when grouping codes together into first rough themes was to answer the 

question “why?” so “why does this code support a downplaying or delegitimizing strategic 

narrative on the Western sanctions?” (Erlingsson & Brysiewicz, 2012). Codes for which the 

answer to this question was the same or very similar and added to one of the two before-

defined strategic narratives were mapped on separate pieces of paper since visual 

representations help the analyst to check and revise his/her initial constructs (Finfgeld-

Connett, 2013). The easiest way to identify codes that could be grouped into one theme was 

to search for recurring identical, e.g., “sanctions are illegal”, or synonymous codes, e.g., 

“sanctions are illegal” and “sanctions are illegitimate”. In this example, the codes add to a 

delegitimizing theme because they stress the illegality of the Western sanctions regime in 

terms of international law. Another option of grouping codes was to explore whether 

different codes occurring in the same statement do have the same underlying reasoning why 

sanctions are illegitimate or do not have a substantially negative effect on the Russian 
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economy, e.g., “general US resentment towards Russia is the reason for sanctions” and 

“sanctions are imposed by the US to impede Russia’s development as a competitor”. Both 

statements point towards the fact that the reason for sanctions can be found in the US’s 

political goals, which could be a theme supporting the delegitimizing strategic narrative. As 

previously mentioned, thematic analysis requires the researcher to also discover more 

sophisticated interconnections between codes that are related in meaning or concern the 

same topic, e.g., “Belorussian fruits can replace sanctioned EU products” and “as a result of 

the sanctions, Russia strengthens its eastern vector, especially trade with China grew 

substantially in the last years”, both have to do with Russian external trade and play down 

the negative effects that the Russian economy had to suffer under as a result of the decreased 

trade with the West, and therefore, support a downplaying narrative.  

 

The result of this process was a range of different “candidate themes”, which were to be 

refined in step four. This amelioration had the aim to guarantee that themes were coherent 

internally while also being distinguishable from each other and also from topics that are 

similar to the topic of Western sanctions against Russia, but in reality, do fall outside the 

scope of the topic (Marshall & Rossman, 2016). To achieve refinement of themes, all codes 

that were grouped within one theme were reviewed and checked for the aforementioned 

criteria of internal coherence, external delimitalbility and topical accuracy. As a result, some 

candidate themes had to be broken up into two themes, while others were laid together or 

were narrowed down in their thematic scope to really fit the topic of Western sanctions 

against Russia. In the second refining phase, the text extracts were re-read in order to find 

codes that were initially overseen but do fit the themes and to also evaluate whether the 

themes developed do in fact support either the downplaying or the delegitimizing strategic 

narrative on the sanctions regime. After the themes were set up accordingly, all statements 

were reviewed once more. The author then recorded which theme could be found in which 

statements and the results were documented in a separate Excel sheet, which would form the 

basis of the quantitative analysis introduced in section 4.4. 

 

Step five, “defining and refining” of themes, was devoted to creating a detailed description 

of what the themes contain. In this phase, special attention was paid to sufficiently present 

every important aspect of each theme and to explain the theme in a way that is representative 
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of the remarks of all three politicians (Vaismoradi & Snelgrove, 2019). After defining what 

a theme is about, each theme was given its final name, which was devised “to be concise, 

punchy, and immediately give the reader a sense of what the theme is about” (Braun & 

Clarke, 2006, p. 93). As mentioned before, the creation of initial codes and in further 

consequence also the design of the themes were guided by the theoretical framework of 

strategic narratives that either delegitimize the Western sanctions or downplay the effects of 

the sanctions regime throughout the entire process of analysis. So, another task in this step 

was to demonstrate how the themes derived from the statements add to the before-defined 

delegitimizing or downplaying strategic narratives, which were predicted on the basis of 

theoretical literature on sanctions. 

 

In step six, “producing the report”, the descriptions and explanations produced in step five 

were taken as a basis and adapted in style and length in order to give the reader of the thesis 

a sufficiently deep insight into each theme while not overburdening him or her with 

unnecessary details. Furthermore, particularly vivid examples for each theme were selected 

for appendix no. 1 of this thesis, giving an illustration of how the themes are employed in 

the statements of Lavrov, Putin and Medvedev (Braun & Clarke, 2006). 

 

4.4 Quantitative data analysis 
The table of statements and the themes occurring in them, which was created during the 

qualitative data analysis stage, formed the basis of the quantitative analysis procedure 

employed for finding out whether there is a variation in the usage of the two narratives over 

time. In detail, the table was designed to have a line for each statement, where the occurrence 

of themes in a statement (one theme per column) was marked with either “1” = the statement 

contains the theme, or “0” = the statement does not contain the theme. Accordingly, there 

was a numerical value of how many delegitimizing and downplaying themes each statement 

contains, next to who gave the statement, the context it was given in and the date of the 

statement. This setup proved to be the most beneficial arrangement of the data for the 

following quantitative analysis. The goal of the analysis was to find out whether there is a 

difference in the frequency with which the delegitimizing and downplaying narratives were 

used across different dimensions of one of the independent variables (statement author, 
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context and date). Illustrated by an example, this means that the goal of the analysis was to 

find out whether President Putin used themes supporting the delegitimizing/downplaying 

narrative significantly more or less often than PM Medvedev. For this purpose, all statements 

given by the two politicians over the period of observation would be taken into account. Two 

statistical procedures were considered to explore whether there is a statistically significant 

difference in the usage frequency of the delegitimizing and downplaying narratives. 

 

The first statistical tool used to provide information on the significance of observed 

differences was the Chi-square test of independence (or simply Chi-square test), one of the 

most popular statistical methods for hypothesis testing of categorical data (Argyrous, 1997). 

As with any statistical method, there are requirements for the appropriate usage of the Chi-

square test, so-called “assumptions”. According to McHugh (2013), these assumptions are: 

 

• The data depicted in the cells should be frequencies and not percentages or some 

other transformed values 

• Categories of variables have to be mutually exclusive 

• Each subject must contribute to one cell of the Chi-square matrix only 

• The test is not applicable to paired samples 

• There are two variables, which are both measured as categories at an ordinal or 

nominal scale level 

• The expected value of each cell should not be below 5 

 

As the collected data satisfies all these preconditions, the Chi-square test was deemed as an 

appropriate method for the research purpose at hand. The process of conducting a Chi-square 

test is relatively straightforward; the procedure outlined in the next paragraph has been 

oriented on Nesbitt’s (1966) guide on how to execute a Chi-square test. 

 

To carry out a Chi-square test for determining whether there is a significant difference in the 

usage of the delegitimizing and downplaying narratives depending on economic frame 

conditions, firstly, the period of observation was distinctly divided into periods of relative 
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economic hardship and of economic prosperity11. In the next step, how many delegitimizing 

respectively downplaying themes12 occurred in statements made during times of economic 

woes on the one hand and during economic heyday on the other was counted. The result of 

this procedure is a 2*2 table, which indicates how many delegitimizing/downplaying themes 

(in the columns) have been used during times of economic nonsuccess/prosperity (in the 

lines). Afterwards, the expected values were calculated, e.g., the expected number of themes 

for “delegitimizing-economic nonsuccess” was calculated by multiplying the actual sum of 

all “delegitimizing” themes with the number of all themes mentioned during times of 

“economic nonsuccess” and divided by the total number of themes, this calculation was 

performed until there was a 2x2 table of all expected values. In the last step, Excel’s Chi-

square calculating tool was used to determine whether there was a significant difference 

between the actual and expected values, and therefore, also between the usage frequency of 

delegitimizing and downplaying themes depending on the economic situation in Russia. 

 

The second statistical method considered for exploring whether there is a significant 

difference in the usage of delegitimizing and downplaying themes dependent on the 

condition of Russia’s economy was the independent sample t-test. This test is used to 

discover whether the means or proportions for two samples are significantly different. The 

assumptions for an independent sample t-test are (Havlicek & Peterson, 1974): 

 

• The observations must be independent 

• Normal distribution of data for each group 

• The variables involved must have been measured at least at an interval scale 

• Homogeneity of variance (even though this assumption can be relaxed when 

performing a t-test that assumes unequal variances; note from the author) 

 

 
 

 
11 The exact criteria by which this bipartition was conducted will be introduced in section 6.1 
12 Counting the number of themes occurring is necessary because in several longer statements, there were more 
than one delegitimizing and/or downplaying theme used. If one would only consider whether a statement 
supports the downplaying and/or downplaying narrative (e.g., with “1” and “0”) without counting the themes, 
the data would be distorted. 
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In order to enable the performance of a t-test with continuous dependent variables, the data 

had to undergo a slight transformation. This meant that not the totals of occurring themes in 

each statement have been used for the analysis, but instead, an “Index of Delegitimization” 

was calculated for each statement by dividing the number of delegitimizing themes in a 

statement through the number of all themes in a statement. This procedure was performed 

for all statements, giving each statement an index between 0 (only downplaying themes used 

in the statement) to 1 (only delegitimizing themes used). Next, to check for the condition of 

normal distribution of data, histograms were created for the entirety of statements and the 

statements of each politician separately. Unfortunately, these histograms showed that the 

data was not normally distributed but, in fact, heavily skewed, which meant that one of the 

assumptions for the independent sample t-test was violated and, consequently, results could 

not be relied on. As a result, the quantitative analysis will rely exclusively on the Chi-square 

test. 
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V. Descriptive exploration of different strategic narratives on the 

sanctions regime employed by the Russian leadership 
The following chapter commences with a short quantitative overview, seeking to explain 

which and how often strategic narratives on the Western sanctions have been used over time 

by Lavrov, Putin and Medvedev. Furthermore, it will be explored which particular themes 

the three politicians preferably relied on. Aided by the method of thematic analysis, five 

themes that supported the delegitimizing narrative and four themes adding to a downplaying 

narrative could be extracted from the statements. In sections 5.2 and 5.3, the content of each 

of these nine themes will be presented, and it will be outlined how every single theme adds 

to the delegitimizing or downplaying strategic narratives. It has to be noted that the 

summaries of the themes’ content are not politically objective but are intended to give the 

reader an authentic impression of how Russia’s politicians (subjectively) presented the 

sanctions in their statements.  

 

5.1 Quantitative overview of themes on the Western sanctions 
A total of 533 statements has been analysed, in which 1026 themes (=codes) connected to 

the Western sanctions regime could be found. The temporal distribution of statements and 

themes over the six years of observation presents itself as such: 

 

 
Figure 1: Overview of statements used for analysis and themes found in the statements 

(red = delegitimizing themes, green = downplaying themes) 
 

Year # of statements # of themes
2014 96 214
2015 107 176
2016 82 162
2017 60 121
2018 96 189
2019 80 145
2020 12 19

OVERALL 533 1026
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As shown in the table above, the most statements on the sanctions per year were given in 

2014 and 2015, so immediately after the implementation of the Western sanctions regime. 

From 2016 onwards, the sanctions topic seems to have dropped in the priority list of Russia’s 

top policymakers, as the number of statements on the sanctions per year is on a constantly 

lower level than in 2014 and 2015. The interim high of statements in 2018 might be ascribed 

to the fact that 2018 was the year of Russian presidential elections, and rhetoric on the 

sanctions could have been used to underline the importance of national unity and a strong 

Russia under Vladimir Putin. 

 

With regards to the usage frequency of delegitimizing and downplaying themes in relation 

to each other, it can be seen that overall delegitimizing themes were used slightly more often 

than downplaying ones. Comparing the ratios of the delegitimizing and downplaying theme 

usage for each year, it can be observed that the share of delegitimizing themes first gradually 

drops from 2014 to 2016, to then regain and strengthen its dominant position from 2017 

onwards, with the direct opposite being true for the share of downplaying themes. A word 

of caution is needed for the 79 % share of delegitimizing themes in 2020. This high number 

is markedly different from the values of the other years and can probably be explained by 

the fact that only statements from January to March 2020 were considered, and accordingly, 

a very low number of relevant statements from 2020 was included in the analysis. In section 

6.1, a more detailed investigation on the reasons for the variation of narrative usage over 

time will be undertaken. 

 

Obviously, the nine different themes derived from the politicians’ statements as a result of 

the thematic analysis were not all used equally often. The table below (Figure 2) ranks the 

themes according to how many times each theme could be found and also shows how often 

each theme was discovered in the 533 statements in per cent. As it can be seen, the most 

popular theme, according to which the sanctions are implemented to serve the US’s national 

interest, could be found in 42 % of all statements. A fact that might be indicative of Russia 

persistently assigning the responsibility for the sanctions to the US and exhibiting a diverse 

set of examples of the US’s malign intentions. The theme claiming the sanctions regime’s 

illegality also was employed very prominently, as it was found in more than a third of all 

statements. The low number of occurrences of the two themes at the bottom of the ranking 
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could be attributed to the fact that these themes are concerned with specific occasions. The 

theme about the Russian agricultural producers’ disadvantage was probably also intended to 

justify Russia’s countermeasures in large part. Accordingly, 14 out of 31 occurrences were 

recorded in 2014, the year that Russia implemented the countersanctions. The theme on the 

absurdity of the Minsk Agreement as a precursor for lifting the sanctions also enjoyed 

heightened prominence around the time of the Agreement's implementation, occurring in 17 

to 18 per cent of all statements of the years 2015, 2016 and 2017. 

 

Rank Theme 
# of 

occurrences 

found in 
% of all 

statements 

1 
The sanctions are a tool that exclusively serves US 

national interest 226 42% 

2 The sanctions regime is illegal 179 34% 

3 
The sanctions do harm Western and in particular EU 

countries at least as much as Russia 154 29% 

4 
The sanctions open up a lot of chances and are a 

welcome occasion to implement economic reforms 153 29% 

5 
Russia is strong enough to withstand sanctions and 

will not ask for the sanctions to be lifted 82 15% 

6 

The majority of EU countries are forced by the US and 

a Russophobic minority within the EU to comply with 

the sanctions regime against their own national interest 
75 14% 

7 
The sanctions’ effects are cushioned by Russia 

intensifying its trade relations with other partners 69 13% 

8 
The Minsk Agreement is an absurd precursor for 

lifting the sanctions 57 11% 

9 

The sanctions put Russian agricultural producers in a 

position of disadvantage and endanger Russia’s food 

security 
31 6% 

Figure 2: List of themes, ranked by frequency of occurrence 
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There have also been differences in how often a theme was used, depending on the politician, 

as the following tables, which indicate the top three themes used per politician, show: 

Lavrov 

Rank Theme 
# of 

occurrences 

found in 
% of his 

statements 

1 
The sanctions are a tool that exclusively serves US 

national interest 119 51% 

2 The sanctions regime is illegal 104 44% 

3 

The majority of EU countries are forced by the US and 

a Russophobic minority within the EU to comply with 

the sanctions regime against their own national interest 
63 27% 

 

Putin 

Rank Theme 
# of 

occurrences 

found in 
% of his 

statements 

1 
The sanctions do harm Western and in particular EU 

countries at least as much as Russia 65 41% 

2 
The sanctions are a tool that exclusively serves US 

national interest 58 37% 

3 
The sanctions open up a lot of chances and are a 

welcome occasion to implement economic reforms 52 33% 

 

Medvedev 

Rank Theme 
# of 

occurrences 

found in 
% of his 

statements 

1 
The sanctions open up a lot of chances and are a 

welcome occasion to implement economic reforms 71 50% 

2 
The sanctions are a tool that exclusively serves US 

national interest 49 34% 

3 
The sanctions do harm Western and in particular EU 

countries at least as much as Russia 37 26% 

Figure 3: Top three most used themes for each politician 
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The results above once more underscore the frequent occurrence of the theme “The sanctions 

are a tool that exclusively serves US national interest”, which ranks among the three most 

utilised themes for all politicians. Apart from this theme, which supports the delegitimizing 

narrative, President Putin and PM Medvedev have most often employed (the same) two 

themes backing the downplaying narrative. In contrast, Minister of Foreign Affairs Lavrov 

top three themes exclusively consist of themes that support the strategic narrative that seeks 

to delegitimize the sanctions regime. A further particularity worth mentioning is PM 

Medvedev’s striking preference for the theme that aims to depict the sanctions as a catalyst 

for the development of Russia’s economy and a welcome opportunity to implement reforms. 

These valuable insights will add to the analysis of varying narrative usage between the 

politicians, which will be closer elaborated on in section 6.2.1. 

 

The fact that one of the nine different themes, five supporting a delegitimizing narrative and 

four supporting a downplaying one, could be found a total of 1026 times in the 533 

statements, strongly suggest that Russia has indeed tried to delegitimize the sanctions regime 

and downplay its negative economic effects. Accordingly, H1 and H2 can be confirmed. The 

following sections will give a detailed overview of the content of the two strategic narratives. 

 

5.2 Themes supporting the delegitimizing strategic narrative 

5.2.1 The sanctions regime is illegal13 

What the theme is about: 

The implementation of a sanctions regime against the Russian Federation by several Western 

countries constitutes a manifold breach of universal norms, established rules and 

international law. 

 

 
 

 
13 While in a strict juridical sense “illegitimate”, “unlawful” and “illegal”, do describe slightly different 
circumstances, these words are considered synonymous in the analysis as well as here in the text, due to the 
fact that Lavrov, Medvedev and Putin made no difference between the terms and used them interchangeably 
in their speeches. 
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The gravest [and also most prominently mentioned; note from the author] violation of 

international law committed by implementing and upholding sanctions is the breach of the 

rules and regulations codified in the Charter of the United Nations. According to the UN 

Charter, the UN Security Council (UNSC) is the only entity allowed to impose sanctions on 

a country. Therefore, all sanctions regimes that are implemented without the blessing of the 

UNSC represent a violation of the UN Charter. Since Russia is a permanent member of the 

UNSC and can veto all its decisions, the sanctions were imposed without the Security 

Council’s authorisation and thus constitute a breach of international law (see #2, #230, 

#383)14. 

 

However, the sanctions do not only go against UN law but also “are nothing but a violation 

by some of our partners of the basic principles of the WTO” (#53)15. These principles include 

the principle of equal services and goods market access for all countries, the most favoured 

nation treatment and the principle of fair competition. All these basic principles and rights 

on which the WTO is built are violated and denied to Russia as an effect of the sanctions 

(see #24, #53, #77, #431). 

 

Additionally, the decision of using sanctions against Russia undermines the guilt principle 

known to all modern constitutional states. In practice, this means that new sanctions against 

Russia are imposed (or existing ones tightened) on the basis of alleged misdemeanour that 

Russia has never been proven guilty of. Examples of such instances include the Skripal case, 

in which a Russian involvement could only be supposed to be “highly likely” by Scotland 

Yard, alleged Russian meddling in the US presidential elections, accusations later debunked 

by the Mueller report, and the downing of flight MH17, which prompted the implementation 

of one of the largest packages of sanctions, despite no piece of evidence that would prove 

any Russian responsibility was ever made public (see #94, #399, #488). 

 
 

 
14 The numbers given at the end of most paragraphs stand for statement number (#) in the list of statements to 
be found in appendix no. 2 and indicate an example of a statement, where the theme at hand was used. These 
statements are exemplary, it does not mean that the theme has only been used in the statements mentioned. 
15 Direct citations can also be found in the list of statements (appendix no. 2). 
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Why does this theme add to the delegitimizing narrative? 

This theme adds to the delegitimizing narrative because it fuels negative identification 

towards the sending nations, which not only punish Russia without any proof of guilt for 

alleged misbehaviour but, more importantly, in circumvention of the most prominent source 

of international law, the UN Charter. Russia invoking the UN Charter and WTO rules 

represents more than merely relying on their rights though, it makes Russia a defender of the 

international rule of law and of an organisation that has been giving shape to international 

cooperation for decades, which in turn pushes the political issue Russia stands up for, to a 

more significant level. 

 

5.2.2 The Minsk Agreement is an absurd precursor for lifting the sanctions 

What the theme is about: 

The Minsk Agreement or Minsk Protocol is an agreement that was negotiated between 

Germany, France, Ukraine and Russia, within the scope of the so-called “Normandy Format” 

and stipulates the conditions and prerequisites that have to be fulfilled in order to bring the 

conflict in eastern Ukraine to a peaceful conclusion. 

 

Even though Russia played a decisive role in facilitating the setup of the Minsk Agreement, 

a settlement universally praised by the West, a fresh round of anti-Russian sanctions was 

prepared by the EU’s Committee of Permanent Representatives the very same day the Minsk 

Protocol was signed. Even some reasonable voices within the European Union acknowledge 

the paradoxicalness of punishing Russia in the wake of achieving a breakthrough on the way 

to a peaceful settlement of the conflict in eastern Ukraine. The situation’s absurdity is further 

exacerbated by the fact that nobody in the EU can tell Russia why it was punished so shortly 

after the adoption of the Minsk Agreement or what Russia might do to see the sanctions 

lifted (see #52, #89, #92). 

 

Later on, the complete implementation of the Minsk Agreement has been stipulated as a 

prerequisite for lifting the sanctions regime by the West. Despite not even being a party to 

the conflict in eastern Ukraine, Russia has used its, admittedly strong, influence over the 

Lugansk and Donetsk People’s Republics to ensure the full implementation of the Minsk 

Agreement. Everything that Moscow could have done to fulfil the conditions specified in 
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the Minsk Protocol has been done, but the Agreement can still not be implemented in its 

totality due to Ukraine not living up to its share of obligations connected with the Minsk 

Agreement. In fact, Kiev does not simply fail to comply with the Minsk Agreement, it is 

actively blocking the implementation. Ukrainian decision-makers act based on the 

knowledge that non-fulfilment of the Agreement will lead to an extension of the sanctions 

against Russia. As a result, Russia’s only way out of the sanctions regime is the fulfilment 

of an Agreement that can only be implemented in its totality with the political goodwill of 

Ukraine, which is not subject to sanctions for blocking the Agreement and even benefits 

from the situation, since Kiev’s blockade leads to an extension of the anti-Russian sanctions 

(see #121, #128, #129, #157, #204, #207, #493). 

 

Why does this theme add to the delegitimizing narrative? 

The theme at hand stirs up antipathy against the sending nations because the sanctions 

regime is designed in a way that gives Russia no possibility to fulfil the prerequisites for 

lifting the sanctions. The West has clearly picked the side of Ukraine, which is actively 

blocking the peace process without any penalisation, while Russia has been punished for its 

active role in facilitating the Minsk Agreement and its efforts to bring the situation in eastern 

Ukraine to a peaceful conclusion. 

 

5.2.3 The sanctions put Russian agricultural producers in a position of disadvantage 

and endanger Russia’s food security 

What the theme is about: 

A substantial share of measures connected with the sanctions regime aims to limit Russian 

banks’ access to international lending opportunities. The list of financial institutes, which 

saw these restrictions imposed on them, includes, among others, the biggest lenders to 

Russian agricultural producers, Sberbank, VTB Bank and most prominently, 

Rosselkhozbank (see #40). 

 

In the past, Rosselkhozbank financed its lending programmes for domestic agricultural 

producers by borrowing money abroad under favourable terms. Due to the sanctions, 

however, Rosselkhozbank and other Russian financial institutions see their access to long 

money blocked, which directly results in limitations and less favourable terms for Russian 
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farmers that seek to innovate their production with the help of credit financing. At the same 

time, European producers that supply food to the Russian market, which already enjoy a 

competitive advantage over Russian producers, since EU subsidies for farmers are six times 

higher than in Russia, do not suffer under any financial restrictions and can borrow from 

banks without limitations in order to bolster their competitiveness. This aggravated 

inequality might shift the competitive balance between European producers and Russian 

agricultural producers to a point where food producers from the EU might permanently drive 

their Russian counterparts out of the Russian market (see #46, #51, #311). 

 

To preclude a situation in which Russian framers’ products vanish from the home market, 

simply because of an uneven playing field with regards to financial frame conditions, the 

Russian government had to enforce response measures against the countries that have 

imposed the anti-Russian sanctions. These measures are not sanctions and do not seek to 

punish anyone or change anyone’s behaviour, but are implemented to protect Russian 

agricultural producers from unfair competition from abroad. Apart from that, the Russian 

government gave the support of domestic agricultural producers escalated priority in order 

to eliminate Russia’s food security dependence on countries that unite against Russia to 

arbitrarily introduce sectoral sanctions. Countries acting like this cannot be considered good 

partners and should not be trusted in such an important area as food security (see #37, #267). 

 

Why does this theme add to the delegitimizing narrative? 

This theme is a textbook example of illustrating how the Western sanctions do not 

exclusively affect a small elitist group of individuals and companies. The consequences of 

the sanctions attack affect every Russian farmer, the entire food-producing sector and 

subsequently every single person living in Russia since the sanctions endanger the country’s 

food security. Additionally, this theme, by showing that the West, through its policies, is 

ready to put Russia’s food security on the line, adds to negative identification towards the 

sending nations and, maybe even more importantly, explains why Russia had to implement 

countersanctions. 
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5.2.4 The majority of EU countries are forced by the US and a Russophobic minority 

within the EU to comply with the sanctions regime against their own national interest 

What the theme is about: 

The sanctions regime does not enjoy equally strong political support across all Western 

nations due to the losses that also arise for the sending nations in connection with this kind 

of economic restrictions. In fact, most EU countries did not want to introduce the current 

sanctions regime since they feel it runs against their national political and economic interests. 

 

Nevertheless, the EU as a whole decided to go along with implementing sanctions against 

Russia because this decision was not made independently. The US used its strong influence 

on European policymaking and forced the EU to adopt the sanctions regime in the first place 

and now further exerts pressure on the member states to keep up the restrictions against 

Russia. The Americans do not even make a secret of their exertion of influence as, then Vice 

President, “Joe Biden once bragged about it [the sanctions; note from the author] being an 

American initiative, and that the Americans had the European Union bend over, if you’ll 

excuse the expression” (#196). The US’s reason to exploit the Europeans commitment to 

transatlantic solidarity like this is their fear of Russia and the EU uniting their efforts and 

thereby creating an alliance that would leave the US playing second fiddle in the concert of 

world politics (see #32, #196). 

 

Solidarity also is a central pretext for preserving political coherence regarding the sanctions 

topic within the EU. Despite the majority of EU members opposing a continuation of the 

sanctions regime, a small number of pro-sanctions European governments [it is never 

explicitly mentioned which governments are part of this anti-Russian minority; note from 

author] have been able to push their stance through. By invoking the principle of solidarity, 

in a fashion reminiscent of the old Socialist bloc, these Russophobic countries were able to 

influence the political course of all member states towards the lowest common denominator, 

which is perceivably anti-Russian. It almost seems as if the principles of consensus and 

solidarity were exclusively developed to support the EU’s anti-Russian minority. The pro-

Russian countries within the EU are further impeded in their bids for lifting the sanctions by 

the European Commission, which in an effort to affirm itself, has repeatedly taken decisions 
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on the sanctions regime without securing confirmation of their steps from the member 

countries (see #20, #125, #207, #323, #438). 

 

Why does this theme add to the delegitimizing narrative? 

This theme seeks to stimulate animosity towards the US in particular. By uncovering the 

US’s practice of manipulating the European Union to join the sanctions regime, the old 

enemy image of the United States is reinstated, while the EU is degraded to the role of an 

American puppet. Specifically picking out the US makes sense due to the fact that, in 

general, Russians have a more favourable attitude towards Europe than to the US16. By 

uncovering the real reason behind the US’s efforts to drive a wedge between Russia and the 

EU, it should be indicated that actual ground for the sanctions has nothing to do with Ukraine 

but rather with US grand strategy. 

 

5.2.5 The sanctions are a tool that exclusively serves US national interest 

What the theme is about: 

The US has not implemented the sanctions with the aim of changing any of Russia’s policies 

concerning the Ukrainian crisis but instead to weaken Russia’s political and economic 

position internationally, thereby simultaneously serving the political goals of the US 

government. 

 

Since the end of the Cold War, the dominant incitement in the US’s foreign policy planning 

has been to retain its global leadership role and strengthen its exceptional position in a world 

order that is still largely unipolar. Every country seeking to pursue a foreign policy 

independent of US influence or might even emerge as a potential competitor for its global 

dominance will thus be subject to reprisals, e.g., economic sanctions. In continuation of the 

infamous “containment” policy, the US tries to use sanctions to punish Russia for its 

independent foreign policy and to stifle Russia’s economic development in the hopes of 

stirring up public dissatisfaction that would lead to a regime change. Apart from that, 

 
 

 
16 Monthly indicator published by LEVADA Centre https://www.levada.ru/en/ratings/  
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Washington seeks to build up a united international front against Russia, for it not to become 

a focal point of a new multipolar world order, by lobbying third countries to join the 

sanctions regime and exerting pressure on those countries willing to continue diplomatic ties 

with Moscow (see #1, #30, #42, #109, #372). 

 

The sanctions regime against Russia also plays a vital role in the US government’s domestic 

political strategy. In an effort to assert himself in front of Congress and constituents alike, 

President Obama introduced the sanctions regime against Russia to illustrate that under his 

leadership, the US still is the most powerful state in the world and has to fear no other 

country. This posturing and showing off of strength become especially prominent in the run-

up to elections, where the implementation of additional sanctions and rhetoric on the 

“Russian threat” are used to score cheap points in election campaigns (see #16, #58, #425). 

 

However, the US did not only impose the sanctions for political reasons but also with 

economic motives in mind. Russia’s fast economic development in recent years has led to a 

situation in which Russian companies have become world leaders in many economic fields, 

thereby directly competing with US companies. Through the implementation of sanctions, 

the US government was able to get rid of this competition in its home market and some other 

highly lucrative markets, like the EU. What is more is that in Russia’s traditional demesne, 

the energy sector, the US seeks to give its producers an advantage by using sanctions to 

expel Russian energy companies from the European market. Europe’s energy demand shall 

then be satisfied by American LNG, sold at a multiple of the price of Russian gas. However, 

such unfair competitive restrictions are not exclusively aimed at Russia, also the EU, China, 

Canada and Mexico suffer from US trade war practices, even though in these cases, the term 

“sanctions” was substituted for “tariffs” (see #334, #372, #379, #388, #532). 

 

Why does this theme add to the delegitimizing narrative? 

This theme boosts the importance of the political goal under contestation. The political apple 

of discord is not connected to Russia’s Ukraine policy but the general (economic) world 

order, in which Russia should have its place as one of several Great Powers, instead of the 

old unilateral world order that the US is clinging on so firmly. Furthermore, it is again 

illustrated how sanctions inhibit the development of many economic sectors in Russia for 
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the single reason of serving the US national interest, which in turn also adds to negative 

identification towards the US. 

 

5.3 Themes supporting the downplaying strategic narrative 

5.3.1 The sanctions’ effects are cushioned by Russia intensifying its trade relations with 

other partners 

What the theme is about: 

Both, the Western sanctions and the protective measures that Russia had to take in response 

to these sanctions, have caused a paradigm shift in Russia’s foreign trade strategy. Moving 

away from its biggest trading partner, the EU, Russia finds itself with the opportunity to 

deepen its economic relations with other emergent economic powerhouses from around the 

world. Under the current circumstances, Russia seeks to strengthen trade within the Customs 

Union [consisting of Russia, Belarus and Kazakhstan; note from the author], which would 

later become the EEU and with Russia’s partners in Asia. This diversification of trade 

partners was long overdue for Russia, which should thank the Western countries for 

imposing the sanctions and thereby initiating this process (see #22, #152). 

 

Especially China is proving itself as an invaluable partner when it comes to replacing 

Western companies on the Russian market in two of the most important economic sectors 

under sanctions, machinery and the provision of financial capital. The protective measures 

that Russia had to take in response to the sanctions have opened up niches that are happily 

filled by producers from around the world. Primarily, in the sector of food and agricultural 

products, producers from Asia, Africa and a select few countries in Europe that did not 

introduce sanctions have pushed onto the Russian market. These new market entrants offer 

a large selection of products, which most of the time are even better in taste and quality than 

the goods from the EU (see #50, #66, #124, #170). 

 

The reorganisation of Russia’s foreign trade policy also benefits Russian exporters since the 

deepening of trade relations with fast-growing economies, like China or India, opens up 

additional export opportunities for Russia’s traditional export goods, oil and gas. Moreover, 
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Russian exporters, some of them world leaders in their field, were able to preserve their pre-

sanctions revenue level by broadening their scope of export destinations (see #58, #372). 

 

Why does this theme add to the downplaying narrative? 

Switching to alternative trade partners in the face of sanctions is a classic manoeuvre when 

defending against the economic effects of a sanctions regime. Therefore, this theme clearly 

supports the downplaying narrative. The theme becomes all the more appealing, with Russia 

stressing the elevated economic cooperation with its neighbouring countries, e.g., within the 

scope of the EEU. A special emphasis has been put on the increasing trade relations with 

China, which is not only a neighbouring country of Russia but, through its size and enormous 

growth, holds significant potential for effectively replacing the Western countries as a trade 

partner. 

 

5.3.2 The sanctions open up a lot of chances and are a welcome occasion to implement 

economic reforms 

What the theme is about: 

The sanctions regime did turn out to be a blessing in disguise for the Russian economy. The 

restrictions imposed by the West were an impetus for Russia to develop its own production 

capacities in areas where the country has been overly dependent on imports from the EU, 

US and Japan in the past. There are numerous sectors for which the need to make things by 

oneself have triggered staggering growth, for example, the machine-tool industry, the 

manufacturing of medical equipment, the heavy engineering industry, manufacturing of oil 

and gas equipment, the pharma and chemical industries, ship- and aircraft building, the 

radio-electronic industry, the automotive complex, construction business, the defence sector 

and agriculture. An additional stimulus for the economic development of these sectors and 

the economy in general is the investments of Russians, which in the past invested their 

money abroad, but due to the insecure situation surrounding the financial markets, now 

choose to invest their earnings and savings within Russia (see #10, #159, #304). 

 

The high-tech industry has especially profited from the government’s measures taken to 

make the country less dependent on imports and establish Russia as an innovation hub. In 

the past, Russia has almost exclusively relied on imports of high-tech goods, which led to a 
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dependence on imports in the consumer electronics market and let Russia’s national defence 

capabilities become dependent on foreign technology. The governmental stimuli show 

tangible results, as the output of the defence sector has increased by over 10 per cent within 

a couple of years (see #47, #131, #302). 

 

The sector benefiting most from the response measures to the sanctions is agriculture. The 

decisions to ban most Western food imports gave Russian agricultural producers a unique 

opportunity to fill the domestic supermarket shelves with their goods “made in Russia”. This 

chance, in combination with targeted support by the government, has led to rapid growth in 

Russian agricultural output, which now, in fact, occupies the majority of Russian retail space 

and has made the country independent of basic food imports. The continuation of the 

agricultural sector’s positive development and the requests by Russian farmers, who are 

asking for more time to consolidate their market position, have become the main reasons to 

keep up the Russian response measure restrictions (see #36, #156, #251). 

 

Why does this theme add to the downplaying narrative? 

In principle, this theme is very similar to the theme about the diversification of trade partners, 

with the only difference being that this theme concerns the country’s internal economic 

structure. Restructuring the national economy in the wake of external restrictions is a proven 

reaction and publicly making this restructuring a goal in itself, which anyway had to be 

undertaken for a long time, makes the effects of the sanctions regime appear less severe or 

even desirable to a certain extent. Moreover, this theme aims to create a certain threshold of 

accepting sacrifice, which is due to the ongoing reconstruction. 

 

5.3.3 Russia is strong enough to withstand sanctions and will not ask for the sanctions 

to be lifted 

What the theme is about: 

Russia is no stranger to living and surviving under external sanctions. Over the course of the 

twentieth century, there have been not less than ten occasions on which sanctions against the 

Soviet Union were imposed. Despite the constant diplomatic pressure exerted on Russia’s 

predecessor state, the Soviet Union overcame all these sanctions regimes and never had to 

give in (see #160). 
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While the 1990s might have been a time of chaos and political mismanagement, the recent 

years have shown that Russia has regained its prestigious position as a major power, which 

cannot be isolated economically or diplomatically, and is by no means a “regional power”, 

as President Obama put it once. After all, Russia is the biggest country in the world in terms 

of territory and has a population of almost 150 million people. Overcoming a sanctions 

regime is, therefore, no problem for Russia. Maybe “some other country, small or with a 

different scientific potential, a different history, with weak mathematical capabilities and 

undeveloped mathematical schools, would not be able to handle this task. But we have both 

opportunities and competences, many talented people who are doing it” (#219) (see #54, 

#219, #345, #350). 

 

With all the capabilities, resources and possibilities that come with its vast territory, Russia 

will not give in to political and economic pressure from abroad and also is in no need to beg 

anyone to end the current sanctions. Despite European countries indicating that they would 

immediately reciprocate and bring the mutually harmful sanctions regime to an end, in case 

Russia would take the first step, Russia will not make any concessions. The West 

implemented the sanctions first, so it is also upon the West to take the first step towards 

normalisation (see #231, #418, #508). 

 

Why does this theme add to the downplaying narrative? 

This theme does not directly correlate with the downplaying narrative as outlined above 

prima facie. However, stressing the capabilities of the national economy is a precursor for 

signalling the sending nations that one is ready to withstand the sanctions until the sending 

nations’ limit is reached. Stating that Russia will not ask for the sanctions to be lifted can be 

understood as a direct consequence of the ongoing diversification of trade partners and the 

successful restructuring of the economy that has taken place. Apart from that, signalling that 

the own economy is so strong that the sanctions do not have a substantial impact can be very 

well described as “downplaying”, which is why this theme as a whole is supporting the 

downplaying narrative. 
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5.3.4 The sanctions do harm Western and in particular EU countries at least as much 

as Russia 

What the theme is about: 

An economic sanctions regime, by its very nature, is a two-edged sword, which not only 

harms the sanctions target but also entails economic costs for the sending nations. The 

distinct feature of the Western sanctions regime against Russia is the uneven burden-sharing 

within the group of sanctioning countries (see #271). 

 

On the one hand, the negative economic effects of the sanctions on the US have been rather 

modest, thanks to the low level of economic integration between the US and Russia, even 

though some American energy companies are missing out on business opportunities and the 

financial sanctions erode global trust in the US dollar. This neglectable effect on American-

Russian trade is reflected by an overall trade balance that has hardly changed since the start 

of the sanctions regime. On the other hand, trade volume between Russia and its most 

important trade partner, the EU, plummeted from 440 billion euros before the sanctions to 

approximately half that amount after the limitations were introduced. Many European 

countries saw their exports to Russia shrink by 40 or more per cent as a result of the export 

restrictions and countermeasures, which has led European business representatives and 

farmers alike to voice their opposition to the sanctions and publicly advocate a normalisation 

of trade relations with the Russian Federation. The sanctions regime does not only mean lost 

profits for European companies though, it also has European companies forfeit their hard-

earned market leader position in many industries on the Russian market to their competitors 

from Russia and abroad. Apart from the direct monetary effects, the sanctions are also 

connected with the losses of thousands of jobs and thereby the economic fate of countless 

families in Europe, especially in places like, e.g., Spain, where unemployment was high even 

before the sanctions. Furthermore, the restrictions substantially inhibit economic 

development in those smaller European regions that have focused their economic activity 

primarily on trade with Russia (see #66, #138, #140, #152, #195, #248, #336, #392, #416, 

#441). 

 

At the same time, Russia’s unemployment rate has remained at a low level, despite the 

sanctions, and monetary losses for the Russian economy stand, depending on the source, 
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between half or even just a third of the losses that the European Union has to incur (see #466, 

#511). 

 

Why does this theme add to the downplaying narrative?17 

The current theme supports the downplaying narrative in the sense that it signals, in 

particular, the EU and its member states, which are frequently mentioned by name, that the 

economic consequences are less severe for the Russian economy than they are for the 

countries that have implemented and are upholding economic restrictions against the Russian 

Federation. Using this theme, Russia indicates that it is capable of holding out until the upper 

limit of losses that the EU and its members are willing to incur in connection with the 

sanctions has been reached. 

  

 
 

 
17 As it has already been mentioned in section 3.2, the practice of signalling that one holds out until the upper 
limit of the sending nations is reached is not grouped as a distinctly economic defence measure by Galtung 
(1967). It was already explained in section 3.2 why this strategy qualifies as an economic defence measure in 
the eyes of the author. It can also be observed why this theme is grouped as supporting the downplaying 
narrative and not the delegitimizing narrative in this section. The theme at hand shares the underlying topic of 
economic consequences of the sanctions with all the other themes supporting the downplaying narrative and 
has nothing to do with the political circumstances surrounding the implementation or continuation of sanctions, 
which is the red thread running through all themes support the delegitimizing narrative. 
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VI. Quantitative exploration of usage variation of different 

narratives  
The following chapter will present the quantitative analysis of usage variation of the two 

strategic narratives. A primary focus will be put on the findings regarding the possible 

differences in usage frequency of the downplaying and delegitimizing narratives between 

times of economic downturn and prosperity. Apart from this, the usage pattern of strategic 

narratives depending on who gave a statement and where a statement was given, was 

analysed. The results of these enquiries are presented in the second section of this chapter. 

 

6.1 Variation of usage frequency of the delegitimizing and downplaying 

narratives depending on the current political and economic situation in 

Russia 
As introduced in section 3.3, the implementation of strategic narratives is decisively 

influenced by a country’s current political and economic situation. During times of stability 

and economic prosperity, it can be expected that the narrative downplaying the effects of the 

sanctions regime might enjoy more legitimacy and is, therefore, more prominently used, 

while during economically turbulent times, blame might be shifted onto the sending nations, 

by employing the delegitimizing narrative more often. 

 

Before conducting an analysis and finding out whether the forecasted effect is indeed 

observable and statistically significant, a partition of the period of observation into less 

successful and more prosperous times had to be made. As presented in section 3.3, this 

classification was conducted solely based on economic indicators since economic indices 

are consistently available over the entire observation period and are in general a robust 

annunciator of the political atmosphere in a country, even more so in Russia, where 

presidential popularity is evidentially dependent on the country’s economic situation 
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(Treisman, 2011). The table below shows that the six years18 of observation can be 

partitioned into halves. While in the years from 2014 to 2016, rates of GDP growth, 

unemployment and inflation were in most instances worse than the median of the whole 

period of observation, the years 2017 to 2019 showed consistently better numbers than the 

median across all three dimensions. Therefore, the period of economic nonsuccess was 

determined as the years 2014, 2015 and 2016, while the period of economic prosperity was 

stipulated as the years 2017, 2018 and 2019. 

 

 

GDP 

Growth Unemployment Inflation 

2014 0,74% 5,16% 7,82% 

2015 -1,97% 5,57% 15,53% 

2016 0,19% 5,56% 7,04% 

2017 1,83% 5,21% 3,68% 

2018 2,54% 4,85% 2,88% 

2019 1,34% 4,50% 4,47% 

Median 1,04% 5,19% 5,76% 
Figure 4: Key economic indicators (in %) for Russia 2014-2019, Source: The World Bank19 

(values “better” than the median with grey background) 

 
 
After this last step of preparation, the actual analysis could be conducted. In order to get a 

first idea of whether to expect a difference in the usage frequency of the two narratives across 

the two time periods, the percentage ratios between delegitimizing and downplaying themes 

used were compared across the two time periods. The comparison was divided by who of 

the three politicians gave the statement to recognise any outliers. 

 
 

 
18 The 12 statements from January to March 2020 have been neglected here due to the fact that economic 
indicators for 2020 would have been distorted from the economic consequences of the global COVID pandemic 
and to set up two approximately equally long periods of observation. 
19 Data retrieved from the World Bank’s online database: https://data.worldbank.org 
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Figure 5: Per cent ratio differences of delegitimizing and downplaying themes between the periods 2014-2016 and 2017-
2019, divided by politician 

 

As it can already be seen from this first analytical enquiry, there is no difference in the ratio 

of delegitimizing and downplaying themes between the two time periods for Sergey Lavrov 

and only a slight difference for the themes employed by Vladimir Putin. For Prime Minister 

Dmitry Medvedev, though, the percentage of delegitimizing themes used in his statements 

as a share of all themes, more than doubled from 2014-2016 to 2017-2019. The data analysis 

with the Chi-square test confirms these initial impressions and shows that only in the 

statements made by PM Medvedev there is a significant difference between the two periods 

for the usage frequency of the two narratives, whereas for Lavrov and Putin, no significant 

differences could be observed (expected values in brackets): 

 

 



63 

 

 

 

Lavrov 

 
X2 (1, N = 479) = 0,01; p = 0,912 (ns) 

 

Putin 

 
X2 (1, N = 279) = 0,9; p = 0,342 (ns) 

 

Medvedev 

 
X2 (1, N = 249) = 28,37; p < 0,00001*** 

 

Figure 6: Chi-square tests for exploring significant differences in the usage frequency of delegitimizing and downplaying 
narratives between the periods 2014-2016 and 2017-2019, divided by politician 

20 

The results clearly indicate that H3 can be rejected. Not only was there no significant 

difference between periods of economic struggle and economic prosperity in the usage 

frequency of the delegitimizing and downplaying narratives for two of the three politicians, 

but also for the one politician, where a significant difference could be observed, the 

difference discovered indicated a pattern that stands in direct contradiction to what was 

 
 

 
20 *** = significant at significance level p < 0,01 

Delegitimizing Downplaying Row Totals
Lavrov 2014-16 178  (177) 72  (73) 250
Lavrov 2017-19 162  (163) 67  (66) 229
Column Totals 340 139 479  (Grand Total)

Delegitimizing Downplaying Row Totals
Putin 2014-16 68  (72) 90  (86) 158
Putin 2017-19 59  (55) 62  (66) 121
Column Totals 127 152 279  (Grand Total)

Delegitimizing Downplaying Row Totals
Medvedev 2014-16 30  (50) 114  (94) 144
Medvedev 2017-19 56  (36) 49  (69) 105

Column Totals 86 163 249  (Grand Total)
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postulated in the third hypothesis. So, contrary to H3, Prime Minister Medvedev has 

significantly more often used themes supporting the delegitimizing narrative in his 

statements during economically successful times while relying more on the downplaying 

narrative in the less prosperous years of 2014, 2015 and 2016. 

 

The interpretation of these results is not an easy task because for two politicians, there was 

no significant effect, while for the third one, the frequency of delegitimizing themes as a 

share of all themes used rose from 21 % to a staggering 53 %. The non-existent difference 

observed in the statements of Minister of Foreign Affairs Lavrov might be explained by the 

fact that in his position, he hardly has any influence on economic policy and is least affected 

by Russia’s economic situation in his policymaking and therefore less sensitive to economic 

circumstances, an explanation also underlined by the fact that across both periods more than 

70 per cent of the themes used in his statements were supporting the more political 

delegitimizing narrative. For Medvedev, who, as the Prime Minister, is primarily concerned 

with domestic and economic policy, differences in Russia’s economic performance are a 

more significant constraint on policymaking. Therefore, the first part of the hypothesis, the 

influence of economic circumstances on the usage of different strategic narratives might hold 

true when analysing his statements. The difference in usage frequency between the two 

narratives observable, though, presents itself in the opposite direction than predicted in the 

hypothesis. Revisiting the theoretical background, this result might imply that plausibility 

and legitimacy of a strategic narrative are not the primary factors of influence when deciding 

which narrative to use. Rather, countersteering and appeasement of the population could be 

decisive motives for the usage of strategic narratives, so, e.g., telling the population that the 

sanctions are not having a substantial effect on the economy, despite a shrinking national 

economy and rising inflation rates. However, it has to be stressed once more that this effect 

was only visible for PM Medvedev, while for Lavrov and Putin, no significant difference 

was observed between the two time periods. Accordingly, one cannot expect that an effect 

of the economic circumstances on the usage of strategic narratives in the direction observable 

for PM Medvedev to be indicative of a general pattern but rather see this result as an outlier, 

the analysis of which could be a promising avenue for future enquiry. Vladimir Putin has, 

relatively seen, used more themes supporting the delegitimizing narrative from 2017 to 2019. 

However, for his statements, the difference between the two time periods is not significant. 
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Similarly to Lavrov, his portfolio of duties is not centred on economic policy, and thus the 

usage of strategic narratives might not be decisively influenced by Russia’s economic 

performance. 

 

6.2 Other factors influencing the usage of the delegitimizing and 

downplaying factors 
Apart from the data on what themes were used at which point of time, several other indicators 

were recorded for each statement, e.g., who gave the statement or in front of which audience 

the statement was made. A quick analysis of how these two independent variables influence 

the usage frequency of the delegitimizing and downplaying narratives indicates that the 

usage of strategic narratives might be influenced by more parameters than the economic 

situation in the country. 

 

6.2.1 Variation of usage frequency of the delegitimizing and downplaying narratives 

depending on who gave the statement 

Already the ratios of delegitimizing themes used in relation to downplaying themes across 

periods, introduced in section 6.1, suggest that there might be a difference between the three 

politicians in the usage pattern of the two narratives. From a theoretical standpoint, a distinct 

communication strategy across the politicians could be expected, considering that each of 

the three decision-makers has his distinct field of duties and specialities. According to 

fundamental communication theory, the ability of a communicator to persuade his/her 

audience is determined by the communicator’s trustworthiness and credibility. The higher 

the communicator’s trustworthiness on a topic, the easier it is for him/her to persuade his/her 

audience (Aronson, Turner, & Carlsmith, 1963; Hovland & Weiss, 1951). Translating these 

classic findings into the contemporary framework of strategic narratives, van Noort and 

Colley (2021, p. 42) argue that Aristotelian “ethos”, so being narrated by a credible speaker, 

is a decisive factor for determining a strategic narratives persuasiveness. 

 

An aggregation of the number of themes used across the entire period of observation, divided 

by who gave the statement, produces the following percentaged proportions: 
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Figure 7: Per cent ratio differences of delegitimizing and downplaying themes in the period March 2014 to March 2020, 
divided by politician 

 

The comparison of themes used between the politicians indicates a significant difference in 

how often Lavrov, Putin and Medvedev employed the delegitimizing and downplaying 

narratives. When Minister of Foreign Affairs Lavrov spoke or wrote about the Western 

sanctions, he resorted to themes supporting the delegitimizing narrative in nearly three out 

of four cases. Prime Minister Medvedev based his statements regarding the sanctions 

primarily on the downplaying narrative, with 65 % of the themes he used aimed at 

downplaying the economic effects of the sanctions regime. For President Putin’s statements, 

the ratio between delegitimizing and downplaying themes is more balanced at 45 % to 55 

%. The Chi-square test, analysing the differences in narrative usage between the politicians, 

yielded the following results: 

 

Lavrov-Putin 

 
X2 (1, N = 777) = 52,06; p < 0,00001  *** 

 

Delegitimizing Downplaying Row Totals
Lavrov 354  (307) 141  (188) 495
Putin 128  (175) 154  (107) 282

Column Totals 482 295 777  (Grand Total)
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Lavrov-Medvedev 

 
X2 (1, N = 744) = 93,74; p < 0,0000121*** 

 

Putin-Medvedev 

 
X2 (1, N = 531) = 6,47; p = 0,01122** 

Figure 8: Chi-square tests for exploring significant differences in the usage frequency of delegitimizing and downplaying 
narratives between two politicians 

 

The one-on-one comparisons between Lavrov, Putin and Medvedev evidence that each of 

the three politicians has a significantly distinct usage pattern of delegitimizing and 

downplaying themes in their statements. It appears that the task area of the statement’s author 

plays a decisive role in what narrative he prefers. Minister of Foreign Affairs Lavrov favours 

the use of themes supporting the delegitimizing narrative, primarily concerned with 

diplomacy, international law and foreign relations, so the core area of a foreign minister’s 

portfolio of duties. President Putin’s relatively balanced usage of delegitimizing and 

downplaying themes is exemplary of his “above all” role in Russia’s political system. While 

Putin is, on the one hand, concerned with forging Russia’s foreign policy, on the other hand, 

he is the head architect of Russia’s economic development plans, which would explain his 

equal preferences for the more diplomatic delegitimizing narrative and the chiefly economic 

downplaying narrative. In Russia’s political system, the Prime Minister plays at best a 

secondary role in designing foreign policy. Accordingly, it comes as no surprise that PM 

 
 

 
21*** = significant at significance level p < 0,01 
22** = significant at significance level p < 0,05 

Delegitimizing Downplaying Row Totals
Lavrov 354  (293) 141  (202) 495

Medvedev 86  (147) 163  (102) 249
Column Totals 440 304 744  (Grand Total)

Delegitimizing Downplaying Row Totals
Putin 128  (114) 154  (168) 282

Medvedev 86  (100) 163  (149) 249
Column Totals 214 317 531  (Grand Total)
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Medvedev’s statements are mainly organised around downplaying the effects of the 

sanctions regime, a narrative that revolves around his domain of the economic development 

of Russia. 

 

These findings are consistent with the abovementioned theoretical considerations. Both 

Minister of Foreign Affairs Lavrov and Prime Minister Medvedev overwhelmingly rely on 

the strategic narratives in which they enjoy greater credibility because the narrative is closer 

to their field of expertise. Putin’s presidential credibility in the fields of foreign and 

economic policy is reflected in the fact that his narrative usage is relatively balanced. 

 

6.2.2 Variation of usage frequency of the delegitimizing and downplaying narratives 

depending on the audience 

Strategic narratives seek “to shape the behaviour of domestic and international actors” 

(Miskimmon, O’Loughlin, & Roselle, 2013, p. 146). In today’s interconnected world, 

strategic narratives can automatically be perceived by a domestic and an international 

audience, regardless of where a speech is held or an article has been published. Nevertheless, 

Roselle (2010) showed that strategic narratives on certain events are specifically adapted for 

diverse audiences in different countries. Theoretically, this adjustment to particular 

audiences can be explained by the fact that narratives are composed to draw on pre-existing 

values and ideas of a specific culture (Kohler Riessman, 2007, p. 3). Accordingly, the more 

a strategic narrative resonates with existing understandings and cultural norms of a target 

audience, the more persuasive and successful this strategic narrative will be (Dimitru & De 

Graaf, 2016, p. 7; van Noort & Colley, 2021, p. 43). 

 

Consequently, one might expect to find differences in the prevalence of downplaying and 

delegitimizing themes, depending on the specific audience, considering that each narrative 

has a distinct underlying logic and goals that will resonate differently across diverse cultural 

contexts. For investigating whether there is a difference in the usage frequency of 

delegitimizing and downplaying themes depending on the audience, the statements were 

categorised according to where a speech was given or on which media channel a statement 
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was published23. One can assume that speeches given in Russia and interviews to Russian 

newspapers or TV channels will primarily be heard and seen by a domestic audience; these 

statements were marked as “RUS”. Statements made when visiting a country that imposed 

sanctions or given to a media platform based in one of these countries will be recognised in 

the sanctioning countries to a larger extent; these statements were tagged as “SAN”24. For 

speeches and interviews given in a country that has not imposed sanctions against Russia or 

statements made in front of a diverse international audience, the label “TRD” (for “Third 

Countries”) was used. A percentage ratio comparison for the three different contexts paints 

the following picture: 

 
Figure 9: Per cent ratio differences of delegitimizing and downplaying themes in the period March 2014 to March 2020, 
divided by where statement was given 

 

This percentage comparison implies a profound difference in how often the delegitimizing 

or downplaying strategic narratives are used, depending on where a statement is given and 

 
 

 
23 The classification scheme is superficially described here, for a detailed explanation, see Appendix no. 2. 
24 Initially, the group of sanctioning countries has been subdivided into statements given in an EU context 
“EU” and in a context of non-EU countries that imposed sanctions on Russia, marked as “USO” (for “US and 
Others”). The very small number of statements given in a US and Others context, as well as the practically 
identical usage pattern of the two strategic narratives across the two contexts, brought the author to the decision 
to unite the “EU” and “USO” groups under the tag “SAN”. 
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consequently also who the primary audience of a statement is. It appears that for statements 

given in a third-country context, delegitimizing the sanctions regime is a primary concern, 

with nearly two-thirds of themes used in this context supporting this strategic narrative. For 

statements attracting greater public attention in countries that imposed sanctions on Russia, 

themes substantiating the downplaying narrative were in the majority. In statements aimed 

at a domestic audience, delegitimizing themes were used slightly more often. The Chi-square 

test used to check whether these differences are statistically significant brought the following 

results: 

Russia-Third Countries 

 
X2 (1, N = 758) = 5,81; p = 0,01625** 

 

Russia-Sanctioning Countries 

 
X2 (1, N = 777) = 7,15; p = 0,00826*** 

 

Third Countries-Sanctioning Countries 

 
X2 (1, N = 555) = 20,08; p < 0.00001 *** 

Figure 10: Chi-square tests for exploring significant differences in the usage frequency of delegitimizing and downplaying 
narratives between contexts where a statement was given 

 
 

 
25 ** = significant at significance level p < 0,05 
26 *** = significant at significance level p < 0,01 

Delegitimizing Downplaying Row Totals
Russia 274  (290) 216  (200) 490

Third Countries 174  (158) 94  (110) 268
Column Totals 448 310 758  (Grand Total)

Delegitimizing Downplaying Row Totals
Russia 274  (256) 216  (234) 490

Sanc. Countries 132  (150) 155  (137) 287
Column Totals 406 371 777  (Grand Total)

Delegitimizing Downplaying Row Totals
Third Countries 174  (148) 94  (120) 268
Sanc. Countries 132  (158) 155  (129) 287
Column Totals 306 249 555  (Grand Total)
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The results prove that the differences implied by the comparison of the per cent ratios are 

indeed statistically significant. In statements made in a third country context, the three 

politicians significantly more often used delegitimizing themes as compared to statements 

made in Russia or in front of an audience coming from countries that imposed sanctions on 

Russia. A comparison of the number of delegitimizing and downplaying themes used in 

Russia and a sanctioning country context shows that the delegitimizing narrative is 

significantly more often used in a domestic context. 

 

An explanation for these significant differences in usage frequency between distinct 

audiences might be found reconsidering the content and goals of each narrative and 

exploring in which context a strategic narrative might resonate most with the audience’s pre-

existing cultural values and understandings. The delegitimizing narrative is aimed at 

condemning the sanctions as illegal, uncovering the malign underlying intentions of the 

sending nations and stirring up antipathy towards the West, especially the US. When 

recalling this characterisation, it appears plausible that themes supporting the delegitimizing 

narratives are utilised more prominently in front of an international audience or addressed 

towards non-Western countries that Russia seeks to “pull on their side”. The delegitimizing 

narrative, which, e.g., stresses how the US’s stifles Russia’s economic development to 

contain a possible competitor, might resonate particularly well with audiences in other rising 

economies, like China, which also depict American trade restrictions as a measure to 

preserve US global dominance (Reuters and The Associated Press, 2021). At the same time, 

it becomes clear that the delegitimizing narrative would enjoy less positive resonance in the 

very countries that imposed the sanctions. The themes supporting the downplaying story aim 

to illustrate how well Russia has managed to deal with the negative effects of the sanctions, 

especially in comparison to the sending nations and should give the impression that the 

sanctions are an ineffective tool. Following this line of argument, it becomes clear why the 

downplaying narrative is used significantly more often in front of an audience based in the 

Western sending nations. Russia tries to underline that the sanctions have failed to decisively 

impact Russia’s economy and wants to convince the Western public that the sanctions 

regime should be abandoned in favour of resuming mutually beneficial trade relations. Such 

content is bound to resonate particularly well in EU countries, some of which have lost up 
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to 1 % of the national GDP as a result of the sanctions and countersanctions (Havlik, 2019). 

The more balanced usage of delegitimizing and downplaying narratives in front of Russia’s 

domestic audience also fits the bill because for achieving its goals, the Russian government 

has to make the domestic audience accept both narratives. On the one hand, Russians should 

see the sanctions as a malign attack on the entire population, while on the other hand, the 

Russian government wants to show that it handles the situation well and that the sanctions 

have no substantial impact on life in Russia. 
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VII. Conclusion  
“An information war is underway when slander becomes a mandatory condition for the 

media” (see #295). This quote from Russia’s Minister of Foreign affairs Sergey Lavrov, in 

which he accuses the West of waging an “information war” against Russia, illustrates how 

important communication and the media have become in modern diplomacy. This thesis 

aimed at shedding a light on Russia’s communication strategy in this global battle of ideas. 

 

The particular case selected for this enquiry is the Western sanctions regime against Russia 

adopted in the wake of the Ukrainian crisis. The relatively novel concept of strategic 

narratives was chosen as an analytical framework through which Russia’s communication 

strategy should be uncovered. In detail, the thesis sets out to explore what strategic narratives 

have been employed by the Russian government to address the sanctions regime (Q1) and 

how the usage of different strategic narratives has varied over the period of observation (Q2). 

 

After summarising the case and the theoretical framework employed in the thesis, three 

hypotheses were formulated. The first hypothesis (H1) predicted that one of Russia’s 

strategic narratives on the sanctions would be aimed at delegitimizing the sanctions, while 

the second hypothesis (H2) forecasted that Russia would employ one strategic narrative that 

seeks to downplay the economic effectiveness of the sanctions. The third hypothesis (H3) 

postulated that the usage of strategic narratives depends on Russia’s economic situation and 

will vary accordingly. It was expected that the delegitimizing strategic narrative would be 

utilised more often during economically less successful times, while the downplaying 

narrative might enjoy more prominence in periods of economic prosperity. 

 

The thesis starts with a detailed description of the case “Western sanctions against Russia”, 

which informs the reader about all the details necessary to understand the content of both 

strategic narratives. The case study found that the sanctions targeted at particular companies 

and industries have yet failed to substantially hurt Russia’s pro-Putin elite. However, the 

Kremlin’s decision to impose countermeasures, which coincided with a general economic 

downturn, made the Russian population believe that they suffer personal economic losses as 
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a result of the Western sanctions. The sanctions, therefore, cannot be seen as a targeted 

measure but as a set of comprehensive restrictions against all Russians.  

 

The utilisation of strategic narratives is peculiarly common in crises situations because a 

strategic narrative allows the government to demonstrate the population how the problematic 

situation can be overcome and how a potential finite order shall look like, thereby creating 

policy legitimacy for measures taken in response to the crisis. Russia’s strategic narratives 

had to reflect the measures taken in defence of the sanctions imposed on it. On the one hand, 

sanctioned states have to defend against the economic effects of a sanctions regime by 

switching trade partners, restructuring the national economy and adapting to sacrifice. On 

the other hand, governments of target countries have to prevent that their population turns 

against them in the face of external restrictions. This goal can be reached by stirring up 

antipathy towards the sending nations, signalling that the policy over which limitations were 

implemented is worth suffering for and illustrating how the sanctions are aimed at the entire 

population. These underlying thoughts of defence against the economic and moral effects of 

sanctions were hypothesised to inform the downplaying respectively delegitimizing strategic 

narratives. 

 

To get a grasp of the strategic narratives used by Russia’s political decision-makers 

regarding the sanctions regime, a dataset of 533 statements, in which Lavrov, Putin or 

Medvedev were speaking about the Western sanctions, was collected. With the help of 

thematic analysis, the politicians’ speeches and interviews were skimmed for messages that 

support either a delegitimizing or a downplaying narrative. The different statements on the 

sanctions regime were formed into nine different themes, five of which supported the 

delegitimizing narrative and four that aimed at downplaying the effects of the sanctions 

regime. A Chi-square test was conducted to analyse a possible difference between how often 

the delegitimizing and downplaying themes were used in times of economic nonsuccess and 

prosperity. The test showed no significant differences between the two periods for two out 

of three politicians, while the significant difference observable in the usage pattern of PM 

Medvedev manifested in the opposite direction to the initially hypothesised effect. 
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The thematic analysis of Russia’s narratives on the sanctions regime uncovered a 

delegitimizing narrative aimed at depicting the sanctions regime as a measure implemented 

in contradiction to international law, which has the goal of stifling Russia’s development in 

order to preserve the US-dominated unilateral world order. To reach this goal, the US has 

applied and still does apply pressure on the EU to keep up the economic restrictions. At the 

same time, Russia has fulfilled all its obligations stipulated in the Minsk Agreement but still 

does not see the sanctions lifted because Ukraine is blocking the Agreement’s full 

implementation. To outweigh the unfair advantage that European food exporters would have 

gained over Russian farmers under the enduring sanctions regime, Russia had to take 

countermeasures and impose an import ban on Western food products. 

 

The downplaying narrative emphasises that Russia is a powerful country, full of capabilities, 

that will not crumble under the pressure of external sanctions. Especially considering the 

progress made in many sectors of the economy in which Russia has been too dependent on 

imports for its own good in the past. For products and services that could not be replaced by 

domestic production, Russia has turned to new trading partners, which provide substitutes 

for sanctioned goods that are mostly even better in quality than the products coming from 

the West. As a result of these policies, Russia has not suffered substantially negative effects 

of the sanctions regime, certainly not in comparison to Europe, which had to sustain far 

greater economic losses in the wake of the economic restrictions. 

 

Judging from the strategic narratives deducted from the statements, it can be argued that the 

before-outlined strategic narratives could indeed be tracked in the politicians’ speeches and 

interviews; therefore, H1 and H2 cannot be rejected. 

 

In opposite to the first two hypotheses, H3 can be rejected following the Chi-square analysis, 

which was conducted to find significant differences in the usage frequency of the two 

narratives between times of economic downturn and economic prosperity. There was no 

significant difference for two politicians, while for the third one, the delegitimizing narrative 

was more prevalent in more prosperous years, while the downplaying narrative was used 

more often during economically less successful times. It was discovered though, that two 

other factors have a significant influence on how often delegitimizing and downplaying 
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themes are used in statements. On the one hand, the function of the speaker plays a role in 

what narrative he prefers, with the narrative that is thematically closer to a politician's field 

of duties being used more often. On the other hand, the use of strategic narratives has been 

shown to be adapted to the context of where a statement is given. Narratives are chosen 

deliberately to convey a message that might resound particularly well with the current 

audience. 

 

In conclusion, several key points can be taken away from this thesis. Firstly, the content of 

a country’s strategic communication scheme on distinct issues can be predicted when 

resorting to theoretical considerations and records of what other countries have done in 

similar situations in the past. This insight obviously can be applied only adjusted to the 

individual case. Nevertheless, it gives policy planners an edge in the international battle of 

ideas because they might be able to prematurely design counternarratives that enfeeble the 

opponent’s arguments. Secondly, the thesis showed that the usage of strategic narratives is 

not determined by a singular independent variable but depends on several factors which 

influence what narrative is the most suitable at a given occasion. Thirdly, it has been shown 

that strategic narratives are indeed employed strategically. The differences in narrative usage 

between the three politicians and distinct contexts where a statement was given were not 

only significant but it could also be logically justified why these differences are observable. 

It is these last two insights that hold particular promise for future enquiries. Investigating 

how different independent variables influence the usage of strategic narratives and political 

communication strategies is a promising research endeavour at the crossroads of qualitative 

and quantitative analysis, and research outcomes are highly relevant in a world that is 

becoming more interconnected every day. 
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Appendix no. 1: Example quotes for each theme 

Themes supporting the delegitimizing strategic narrative 

The sanctions regime is illegal 

“The limitations introduced against our country are nothing but a violation by some of our 

partners of the basic principles of the WTO. The principle of equal access for all countries 

involved in economic activity to the markets of goods and services is being violated; the most 

favoured nation treatment in trade and the principle of fair and free competition is being 

ignored. All this is politicised, there is no adherence to the generally recognised rules of the 

World Trade Organisation that I have just mentioned. A number of countries have actually 

unilaterally deleted these and some other WTO principles for Russia, which is one of the six 

largest economies in the world.” 

- Vladimir V. Putin at a State Council meeting in the Kremlin, Moscow, 18th of September 

2014, piece #53 in the list of statements 

 

“This is especially true when sanctions are unilateral, when they are imposed by individual 

countries rather than by the international community based on the UN Charter. I am 

referring to unilateral sanctions or sanctions that are approved by several countries. In this 

world, sanctions are lifted sooner or later, and relations return to stage one, whatever it 

was.” 

- Dmitri A. Medvedev answers Russian media questions following the Ninth East Asia 

Summit, Naypyidaw (Myanmar), 13th of November 2014, piece #76 in the list of statements 

 

The Minsk Agreement is an absurd precursor for lifting the sanctions 

“Actually, I do not think this issue directly concerns Ukraine any longer, because the current 

goal is the implementation of the Minsk Agreements. We are doing everything possible 

toward this goal, but Kiev is taking its time, while the sanctions have not been lifted.” 

- Vladimir V. Putin answers to citizens’ questions in the Russian TV format “Direct Line 

with Vladimir Putin”, 16th of April 2015, piece #128 in the list of statements 

 

“I can say that our French and German partners still realise this necessity, although they 

are behaving in a somewhat odd way, what with the German Chancellor and the French 
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President saying that the implementation of the Minsk Agreements will make it possible to 

lift the sanctions against the Russian Federation. The agreements don’t mention Russia at 

all, not even once. But they do mention the Kiev government a lot of times, which should 

have done a number of things within concrete, not abstract, timeframes. None of these have 

even come under way.” 

- Sergey V. Lavrov’s remarks and answers to questions at a meeting with students and faculty 

at MGIMO University, Moscow, 1st of September 2016, piece #257 in the list of statements 

 

The sanctions put Russian agricultural producers in a position of disadvantage and 

endanger Russia’s food security 

“As for the trade measures we have taken in response to the sanctions, I think you 

understand, as you just said, that it was not at all our goal to cause anyone any harm. The 

fact is simply that the sanctions you mentioned, the European sanctions have put our farmers 

and agribusiness in a disadvantageous position on our own market, and we had no choice 

but to take measures to protect them.” 

- Vladimir V. Putin at a meeting with the leader of the Mouvement pour la France party 

Philippe de Villiers, Yalta, 14th of August 2014, piece #41 in the list of statements 

 

“After all, when the USA, EU and countries that joined them introduced a ban on various 

financial operations with Russian participation, this included restrictions on our banks’ 

possibilities for borrowing money (the restriction was 90 days at first and has now been 

lowered to 30 days). This restriction affected Rosselkhozbank too, the bank that lends to our 

agricultural producers, and which carried out these lending programmes in large part 

through borrowing abroad in the countries that have now blocked our access to long money. 

The result was increased competition because the agricultural producers in the countries 

that imposed sanctions continued to borrow from banks and thereby ensured that their 

products were competitive, including through unfair competition. We therefore decided to 

give our producers an equal chance to compete.” 

- Sergey V. Lavrov’s remarks and answers to questions at Immanuel Kant Baltic Federal 

State University, Kaliningrad, 6th of June 2017, piece #311 in the list of statements 
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The majority of EU countries are forced by the US and a Russophobic minority within 

the EU to comply with the sanctions regime against their own national interest 

“I have heard some of my high-ranking friends and colleagues say that the sanctions are not 

a big deal, and even though our businesses may suffer, it will give us an opportunity to show 

our solidarity. Frankly, this sounds a lot like the solidarity showed in the old socialist bloc. 

Our economic relations would take a hit, and we would be forced to either pay up or refuse 

to cooperate. A number of Western countries are talking about solidarity. And if this 

solidarity comes at the expense of their own businesses, so be it.” 

- Dmitry A. Medvedev in an interview for Sergei Brilev’s programme Vesti v Subbotu, 24th 

of May 2014, piece #20 in the list of statements 

 

“I have repeatedly said that, to my great regret, the NATO and EU position towards Russia 

is determined by a rather aggressive and noisy Russophobic minority. This is really so. When 

countries that are aware of the abnormality of the current relations between Moscow and 

the West explain to us during bilateral contacts that the current stage is what it is because 

there is the consensus rule, that they are against sanctions but have to join the consensus, I 

usually remind them in a comradely kind of manner that consensus is the lack of objections 

and that a single objection will be enough for consensus to fail, if both organisations, NATO 

and the EU, do operate on the basis of consensus” 

- Sergey V. Lavrov answers to questions in The Great Game show on Channel One, Moscow, 

22nd of December 2019, piece #518 in the list of statements 

 

The sanctions are a tool that exclusively serves US national interest  

“Listen, sanctions have nothing to do with the myth of some Russian interference in the US 

election. Sanctions are about something else entirely: the desire to halt Russia’s progress, 

to contain Russia. This policy of containing Russia has been pursued for decades, on and 

off. Now it is back. It is a misguided policy, which not only affects Russian-US relations but 

also US businesses because it frees up space for their competitors on our market. You and I 

were at the St Petersburg Economic Forum. The largest business delegation was from the 

US. People want to work with us, but they are not allowed to; they are contained in order to 

contain Russia.” 
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- Vladimir V. Putin in an interview to American TV channel NBC, aired 10th of March 2018, 

piece #364 in the list of statements 

 

“Our armaments have a worldwide reputation for quality and reliability, that is why we see 

attempts to impose various sanctions on this sector.” 

- Dmitry A. Medvedev reporting on the government’s performance in 2018 before the State 

Duma of the Federal Assembly, Moscow, 17th of April 2019, piece #468 in the list of 

statements 

 

Themes supporting the downplaying strategic narrative 

The sanctions’ effects are cushioned by Russia intensifying its trade relations with 

other partners 

“We have steadily developed our multi-faceted relations with India, Vietnam and other Asia-

Pacific countries. We have also made good progress in our ties with Latin American and 

African countries. The unilateral restrictions imposed on Russia have broadened the 

prospects of constructive cooperation in trade and investment with those countries that have 

abstained from sanctions.” 

- Sergey V. Lavrov answers questions from Interfax, 29th of December 2014, piece #96 in 

the list of statements 

 

“Cooperation in agriculture received a boost last year, which is due to political decisions, 

among other things. Last year, imports of agricultural products from Serbia to Russia grew 

by 70 percent. They are up by another 40 percent over the first six months of this year, and 

even now Serbia has a niche of its own in the Russian agricultural market, which isn’t a bad 

thing at all. I hope our partners will manage to consolidate their positions, because 

sanctions will not last forever (…)” 

- Dmitry A. Medvedev gives a press statement following a meeting with Serbian Prime 

Minister Aleksandar Vučić, Moscow, 27th of October 2015, piece #189 in the list of 

statements 
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The sanctions open up a lot of chances and are a welcome occasion to implement 

economic reforms 

“Perhaps one of the advantages of these sanctions and our response measures is that we 

started concentrating harder on domestic agriculture, so, to a large extent, we are now 

satisfying our demand for food, while wheat, for example, is now exported in large 

quantities. In this sense, the sanctions have helped.” 

- Dmitry A. Medvedev in an interview with Euronews TV channel, Munich (Germany), 14th 

of February 2016, piece #216 in the list of statements 

 

“Let me recall that the sudden changes in the global situation and the politically-motivated 

restrictions that we face highlighted our at times overly high dependence on the import of 

certain goods and services. At the same time, a unique window of opportunity has opened 

for developing a whole range of economic sectors. This is true above all for agriculture, as 

the market was freed up for local producers, and for machine building and the light 

industry.” 

- Vladimir V. Putin in a meeting with Government members, Moscow, 26th of April 2017, 

piece #305 in the list of statements 

 

Russia is strong enough to withstand sanctions and will not ask for the sanctions to be 

lifted 

“You know, from the start we have been saying that the policy of sanctions and isolation in 

general is ineffective in the modern world and does not usually reach its goals. This is 

practically impossible regarding a country like Russia. It is enough to simply look at its 

geographical map.” 

- Vladimir V. Putin answered questions from Russian journalists following his participation 

in the 70th session of the United Nations General Assembly, New York (USA), 29th of 

September 2015, piece #178 in the list of statements 

 

“Russia has always been opposed to imposing sanctions on any country. Let me remind you 

that back in the Soviet times the United States and a number of other countries imposed 

sanctions against the Soviet Union many times. But did it bring anything? Absolutely 
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nothing. The Soviet Union continued to pursue its agenda. For this reason, I do not believe 

that slapping each other with sanctions is the right way to go.” 

- Dmitry A. Medvedev in an interview with Channel 2 Israel, 5th of November 2016, piece 

#272 in the list of statements 

 

The sanctions do harm Western and in particular EU countries at least as much as 

Russia 

“It was also surprising, the haste of the European Union - by direct order from Washington 

- to agree to suspend time-proven cooperation with Russia and deliberately agree to suffer 

multibillion euro losses with the sanctions. Paradoxically, the Americans have neither 

sustained nor are sustaining losses.” 

- Sergey V. Lavrov’s remarks and responses to questions at the Germany-Russia Forum, 

Berlin (Germany), 14th of September 2018, piece #404 in the list of statements 

 

“The sanctions also affect those who introduced them. According to the European 

Parliament, the European economy lost around 500 billion euros due to the sanctions 

against Russia because they lost our market, they under-export and they under-import 

certain goods from us. The number of jobs has dropped. It is significant for them because 

many EU countries suffer from a very high unemployment rate.” 

- Vladimir V. Putin’s annual news conference, Moscow, 20th of December 2018, piece #441 

in the list of statements 
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Appendix no. 2: Full list of statements used for identifying themes 

(table) 

# 
Statement 
by Link Context Date 

#1 Putin Link RUS 2014-03-18 
#2 Lavrov Link RUS 2014-03-20 
#3 Lavrov Link RUS 2014-03-21 
#4 Lavrov Link RUS 2014-03-29 
#5 Lavrov Link RUS 2014-03-30 
#6 Lavrov Link RUS 2014-04-10 
#7 Lavrov Link RUS 2014-04-11 
#8 Putin Link RUS 2014-04-17 
#9 Medvedev Link RUS 2014-04-22 
#10 Putin Link RUS 2014-04-24 
#11 Lavrov Link TRD 2014-04-25 
#12 Putin Link RUS 2014-04-28 
#13 Lavrov Link TRD 2014-04-29 
#14 Putin Link TRD 2014-04-29 
#15 Lavrov Link TRD 2014-04-30 
#16 Lavrov Link USO 2014-05-14 
#17 Medvedev Link USO 2014-05-20 
#18 Putin Link TRD 2014-05-23 
#19 Putin Link TRD 2014-05-24 
#20 Medvedev Link RUS 2014-05-24 
#21 Lavrov Link TRD 2014-05-27 
#22 Medvedev Link RUS 2014-05-29 
#23 Medvedev Link RUS 2014-06-20 
#24 Medvedev Link RUS 2014-06-20 
#25 Putin Link RUS 2014-07-01 
#26 Putin Link RUS 2014-07-15 
#27 Putin Link TRD 2014-07-17 
#28 Medvedev Link RUS 2014-07-17 
#29 Medvedev Link RUS 2014-07-18 
#30 Putin Link RUS 2014-07-22 
#31 Medvedev Link RUS 2014-07-23 
#32 Lavrov Link RUS/TRD 2014-07-28 
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#33 Lavrov Link TRD 2014-07-30 
#34 Lavrov Link RUS 2014-08-04 
#35 Putin Link RUS 2014-08-05 
#36 Medvedev Link RUS 2014-08-07 
#37 Lavrov Link TRD 2014-08-12 
#38 Medvedev Link RUS 2014-08-12 
#39 Medvedev Link RUS 2014-08-12 
#40 Putin Link RUS 2014-08-14 
#41 Putin Link EU 2014-08-14 
#42 Putin Link EU 2014-08-15 
#43 Lavrov Link RUS/EU 2014-08-26 
#44 Lavrov Link RUS 2014-08-27 
#45 Putin Link RUS 2014-08-29 
#46 Lavrov Link RUS 2014-09-01 
#47 Medvedev Link RUS 2014-09-08 
#48 Medvedev Link RUS 2014-09-08 
#49 Medvedev Link RUS 2014-09-09 
#50 Lavrov Link RUS 2014-09-11 
#51 Putin Link TRD 2014-09-12 
#52 Lavrov Link RUS 2014-09-13 
#53 Putin Link RUS 2014-09-18 
#54 Medvedev Link RUS 2014-09-19 
#55 Medvedev Link RUS 2014-09-19 
#56 Medvedev Link RUS 2014-09-20 
#57 Medvedev Link RUS 2014-09-20 
#58 Medvedev Link RUS 2014-09-20 
#59 Lavrov Link RUS 2014-09-28 
#60 Putin Link TRD 2014-10-02 
#61 Lavrov Link EU 2014-10-06 
#62 Lavrov Link TRD 2014-10-08 
#63 Medvedev Link RUS 2014-10-08 
#64 Lavrov Link EU 2014-10-14 
#65 Putin Link TRD 2014-10-15 
#66 Medvedev Link USO 2014-10-15 
#67 Putin Link TRD 2014-10-16 
#68 Putin Link EU 2014-10-17 
#69 Lavrov Link RUS 2014-10-19 
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#70 Putin Link RUS 2014-10-24 
#71 Medvedev Link RUS 2014-10-24 
#72 Lavrov Link USO 2014-10-25 
#73 Lavrov Link RUS 2014-10-25 
#74 Medvedev Link RUS 2014-10-30 
#75 Medvedev Link RUS 2014-11-05 
#76 Medvedev Link TRD 2014-11-13 
#77 Putin Link RUS 2014-11-14 
#78 Putin Link EU 2014-11-15 
#79 Lavrov Link TRD 2014-11-18 
#80 Putin Link RUS 2014-11-18 
#81 Lavrov Link RUS 2014-11-19 
#82 Lavrov Link RUS 2014-11-22 
#83 Putin Link RUS 2014-11-24 
#84 Medvedev Link RUS 2014-11-24 
#85 Lavrov Link RUS 2014-11-28 
#86 Putin Link TRD 2014-11-28 
#87 Putin Link RUS 2014-12-04 
#88 Lavrov Link RUS 2014-12-09 
#89 Lavrov Link EU 2014-12-09 
#90 Medvedev Link RUS 2014-12-10 
#91 Lavrov Link RUS 2014-12-15 
#92 Lavrov Link EU 2014-12-16 
#93 Putin Link RUS 2014-12-18 
#94 Lavrov Link RUS 2014-12-25 
#95 Lavrov Link RUS 2014-12-25 
#96 Lavrov Link RUS 2014-12-29 
#97 Lavrov Link EU 2015-01-12 
#98 Lavrov Link TRD 2015-01-14 
#99 Medvedev Link RUS 2015-01-14 
#100 Medvedev Link RUS 2015-01-17 
#101 Medvedev Link RUS 2015-01-19 
#102 Lavrov Link RUS 2015-01-21 
#103 Putin Link RUS 2015-01-21 
#104 Lavrov Link TRD 2015-01-26 
#105 Lavrov Link TRD 2015-01-28 
#106 Lavrov Link TRD 2015-01-30 
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#107 Putin Link RUS 2015-02-07 
#108 Lavrov Link EU 2015-02-11 
#109 Lavrov Link RUS 2015-02-12 
#110 Lavrov Link TRD 2015-02-18 
#111 Putin Link EU 2015-02-25 
#112 Lavrov Link TRD 2015-02-26 
#113 Lavrov Link RUS 2015-02-27 
#114 Lavrov Link EU 2015-03-10 
#115 Putin Link TRD 2015-03-18 
#116 Putin Link RUS 2015-03-19 
#117 Lavrov Link RUS 2015-03-21 
#118 Medvedev Link RUS 2015-03-26 
#119 Lavrov Link TRD 2015-03-27 
#120 Putin Link RUS 2015-03-30 
#121 Lavrov Link RUS 2015-04-06 
#122 Lavrov Link TRD 2015-04-08 
#123 Putin Link EU 2015-04-08 
#124 Medvedev Link TRD 2015-04-08 
#125 Lavrov Link EU 2015-04-09 
#126 Lavrov Link RUS 2015-04-10 
#127 Medvedev Link RUS 2015-04-14 
#128 Putin Link RUS 2015-04-16 
#129 Lavrov Link TRD 2015-04-20 
#130 Medvedev Link RUS 2015-04-21 
#131 Lavrov Link RUS 2015-04-22 
#132 Medvedev Link RUS 2015-04-23 
#133 Lavrov Link RUS 2015-04-27 
#134 Putin Link RUS 2015-04-27 
#135 Medvedev Link RUS 2015-04-27 
#136 Medvedev Link EU 2015-05-02 
#137 Lavrov Link EU 2015-05-05 
#138 Lavrov Link EU 2015-05-06 
#139 Putin Link EU 2015-05-09 
#140 Putin Link EU 2015-05-10 
#141 Lavrov Link TRD 2015-05-15 
#142 Lavrov Link TRD 2015-05-15 
#143 Lavrov Link RUS 2015-05-20 
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#144 Putin Link RUS 2015-05-26 
#145 Lavrov Link RUS 2015-05-29 
#146 Lavrov Link EU 2015-06-01 
#147 Lavrov Link USO 2015-06-03 
#148 Medvedev Link RUS 2015-06-05 
#149 Putin Link EU 2015-06-06 
#150 Lavrov Link TRD 2015-06-08 
#151 Putin Link EU 2015-06-10 
#152 Medvedev Link TRD 2015-06-11 
#153 Putin Link EU 2015-06-16 
#154 Putin Link TRD 2015-06-19 
#155 Putin Link RUS 2015-06-24 
#156 Medvedev Link RUS 2015-06-25 
#157 Lavrov Link EU 2015-07-03 
#158 Putin Link RUS 2015-07-03 
#159 Medvedev Link RUS 2015-07-08 
#160 Medvedev Link EU 2015-07-24 
#161 Medvedev Link EU 2015-07-25 
#162 Medvedev Link EU 2015-07-27 
#163 Medvedev Link RUS 2015-07-29 
#164 Lavrov Link TRD 2015-08-05 
#165 Lavrov Link TRD 2015-08-11 
#166 Medvedev Link RUS 2015-08-11 
#167 Medvedev Link RUS 2015-08-22 
#168 Lavrov Link RUS/TRD 2015-08-24 
#169 Lavrov Link RUS 2015-08-24 
#170 Putin Link TRD 2015-08-26 
#171 Lavrov Link RUS 2015-09-01 
#172 Putin Link RUS/TRD 2015-09-01 
#173 Lavrov Link RUS 2015-09-13 
#174 Medvedev Link RUS 2015-09-23 
#175 Lavrov Link TRD 2015-09-27 
#176 Putin Link TRD 2015-09-28 
#177 Putin Link TRD 2015-09-29 
#178 Putin Link USO 2015-09-29 
#179 Medvedev Link TRD 2015-09-29 
#180 Lavrov Link TRD 2015-10-02 
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#181 Medvedev Link RUS 2015-10-02 
#182 Medvedev Link RUS 2015-10-08 
#183 Lavrov Link RUS 2015-10-13 
#184 Putin Link RUS 2015-10-13 
#185 Lavrov Link RUS 2015-10-14 
#186 Lavrov Link EU 2015-10-14 
#187 Putin Link RUS 2015-10-22 
#188 Putin Link RUS 2015-10-26 
#189 Medvedev Link TRD 2015-10-27 
#190 Putin Link RUS/TRD 2015-11-13 
#191 Lavrov Link TRD 2015-11-15 
#192 Lavrov Link RUS 2015-11-19 
#193 Medvedev Link TRD 2015-11-19 
#194 Lavrov Link TRD 2015-12-03 
#195 Lavrov Link RUS 2015-12-04 
#196 Lavrov Link EU 2015-12-09 
#197 Medvedev Link RUS 2015-12-09 
#198 Lavrov Link EU 2015-12-11 
#199 Putin Link RUS 2015-12-17 
#200 Putin Link RUS 2015-12-24 
#201 Putin Link RUS 2015-12-24 
#202 Lavrov Link RUS 2015-12-28 
#203 Lavrov Link RUS 2015-12-30 
#204 Putin Link EU 2016-01-11 
#205 Medvedev Link RUS 2016-01-13 
#206 Putin Link RUS 2016-01-25 
#207 Lavrov Link RUS 2016-01-26 
#208 Medvedev Link RUS 2016-01-28 
#209 Medvedev Link EU 2016-01-29 
#210 Medvedev Link EU 2016-02-03 
#211 Lavrov Link RUS 2016-02-10 
#212 Medvedev Link EU 2016-02-11 
#213 Medvedev Link RUS 2016-02-12 
#214 Medvedev Link EU 2016-02-13 
#215 Medvedev Link TRD 2016-02-13 
#216 Medvedev Link EU 2016-02-14 
#217 Medvedev Link USO 2016-02-15 
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#218 Putin Link EU 2016-02-17 
#219 Medvedev Link RUS 2016-02-19 
#220 Lavrov Link RUS/TRD 2016-03-03 
#221 Medvedev Link EU 2016-03-06 
#222 Lavrov Link RUS 2016-03-13 
#223 Putin Link TRD 2016-03-15 
#224 Putin Link EU 2016-03-22 
#225 Lavrov Link RUS 2016-03-25 
#226 Lavrov Link EU 2016-03-25 
#227 Lavrov Link TRD 2016-04-01 
#228 Putin Link EU 2016-04-06 
#229 Putin Link EU 2016-04-06 
#230 Lavrov Link TRD/USO 2016-04-12 
#231 Lavrov Link TRD 2016-04-14 
#232 Putin Link RUS 2016-04-14 
#233 Medvedev Link RUS 2016-04-25 
#234 Lavrov Link EU 2016-04-28 
#235 Lavrov Link USO 2016-05-06 
#236 Medvedev Link TRD 2016-05-16 
#237 Medvedev Link RUS 2016-05-18 
#238 Lavrov Link EU 2016-05-25 
#239 Lavrov Link EU 2016-05-25 
#240 Putin Link EU 2016-05-25 
#241 Putin Link EU 2016-05-27 
#242 Medvedev Link RUS 2016-05-27 
#243 Lavrov Link RUS 2016-05-31 
#244 Medvedev Link TRD 2016-06-06 
#245 Putin Link TRD 2016-06-08 
#246 Lavrov Link RUS 2016-06-15 
#247 Lavrov Link TRD 2016-06-16 
#248 Putin Link TRD 2016-06-17 
#249 Putin Link TRD 2016-06-24 
#250 Putin Link RUS 2016-06-30 
#251 Medvedev Link RUS 2016-06-30 
#252 Putin Link EU 2016-07-01 
#253 Medvedev Link TRD 2016-07-16 
#254 Lavrov Link RUS 2016-07-22 
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#255 Putin Link EU 2016-07-30 
#256 Lavrov Link EU 2016-08-15 
#257 Lavrov Link RUS 2016-09-01 
#258 Medvedev Link RUS 2016-09-02 
#259 Putin Link USO 2016-09-05 
#260 Putin Link TRD 2016-09-05 
#261 Putin Link RUS 2016-09-19 
#262 Medvedev Link RUS 2016-09-22 
#263 Lavrov Link RUS 2016-10-03 
#264 Lavrov Link EU 2016-10-06 
#265 Putin Link TRD 2016-10-10 
#266 Putin Link RUS 2016-10-12 
#267 Putin Link TRD 2016-10-16 
#268 Lavrov Link TRD 2016-10-21 
#269 Lavrov Link EU 2016-10-25 
#270 Putin Link RUS 2016-10-27 
#271 Medvedev Link TRD 2016-11-04 
#272 Medvedev Link TRD 2016-11-05 
#273 Putin Link RUS 2016-11-12 
#274 Medvedev Link EU 2016-11-15 
#275 Lavrov Link EU 2016-12-01 
#276 Putin Link RUS 2016-12-01 
#277 Lavrov Link EU 2016-12-02 
#278 Putin Link RUS 2016-12-07 
#279 Medvedev Link EU 2016-12-09 
#280 Lavrov Link TRD 2016-12-12 
#281 Putin Link USO 2016-12-13 
#282 Medvedev Link RUS 2016-12-15 
#283 Putin Link USO 2016-12-16 
#284 Putin Link RUS 2016-12-23 
#285 Lavrov Link RUS 2016-12-30 
#286 Medvedev Link RUS 2017-01-12 
#287 Lavrov Link EU 2017-01-18 
#288 Medvedev Link RUS 2017-01-31 
#289 Lavrov Link TRD 2017-02-01 
#290 Lavrov Link TRD 2017-02-18 
#291 Putin Link TRD 2017-02-28 
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#292 Medvedev Link RUS 2017-02-28 
#293 Medvedev Link RUS 2017-03-02 
#294 Lavrov Link EU 2017-03-09 
#295 Lavrov Link RUS 2017-03-23 
#296 Putin Link TRD 2017-03-30 
#297 Putin Link RUS 2017-04-03 
#298 Medvedev Link RUS 2017-04-04 
#299 Medvedev Link RUS 2017-04-07 
#300 Medvedev Link EU 2017-04-11 
#301 Lavrov Link RUS 2017-04-13 
#302 Medvedev Link RUS 2017-04-19 
#303 Lavrov Link EU 2017-04-24 
#304 Putin Link RUS 2017-04-25 
#305 Putin Link RUS 2017-04-26 
#306 Lavrov Link RUS 2017-05-10 
#307 Putin Link TRD 2017-05-14 
#308 Putin Link EU 2017-05-29 
#309 Putin Link TRD 2017-06-01 
#310 Putin Link TRD 2017-06-02 
#311 Lavrov Link RUS 2017-06-06 
#312 Putin Link RUS 2017-06-15 
#313 Lavrov Link EU 2017-06-20 
#314 Putin Link RUS 2017-06-27 
#315 Medvedev Link RUS 2017-06-29 
#316 Putin Link EU 2017-07-06 
#317 Putin Link TRD 2017-07-07 
#318 Putin Link TRD 2017-07-08 
#319 Lavrov Link EU 2017-07-12 
#320 Lavrov Link EU 2017-07-13 
#321 Putin Link EU 2017-07-27 
#322 Putin Link TRD 2017-08-08 
#323 Lavrov Link RUS 2017-08-11 
#324 Lavrov Link TRD 2017-08-21 
#325 Medvedev Link RUS 2017-08-30 
#326 Lavrov Link RUS 2017-09-01 
#327 Medvedev Link RUS 2017-09-08 
#328 Lavrov Link TRD 2017-09-21 
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#329 Medvedev Link EU 2017-09-21 
#330 Lavrov Link TRD 2017-09-23 
#331 Putin Link RUS 2017-10-04 
#332 Lavrov Link RUS 2017-10-16 
#333 Medvedev Link EU 2017-10-17 
#334 Putin Link RUS 2017-10-19 
#335 Lavrov Link EU 2017-10-31 
#336 Putin Link TRD 2017-11-11 
#337 Medvedev Link TRD 2017-11-13 
#338 Medvedev Link TRD 2017-11-14 
#339 Lavrov Link TRD 2017-11-20 
#340 Medvedev Link RUS 2017-11-30 
#341 Medvedev Link TRD 2017-12-01 
#342 Lavrov Link TRD 2017-12-11 
#343 Putin Link RUS 2017-12-14 
#344 Lavrov Link RUS 2017-12-15 
#345 Putin Link RUS 2017-12-25 
#346 Putin Link RUS 2018-01-11 
#347 Lavrov Link RUS 2018-01-15 
#348 Medvedev Link EU 2018-01-30 
#349 Putin Link RUS 2018-02-01 
#350 Lavrov Link RUS 2018-02-07 
#351 Putin Link RUS 2018-02-09 
#352 Lavrov Link RUS 2018-02-11 
#353 Lavrov Link EU 2018-02-13 
#354 Medvedev Link RUS 2018-02-15 
#355 Medvedev Link RUS 2018-02-16 
#356 Lavrov Link EU 2018-02-17 
#357 Lavrov Link EU 2018-02-21 
#358 Lavrov Link TRD 2018-02-22 
#359 Lavrov Link EU 2018-02-26 
#360 Lavrov Link TRD 2018-02-28 
#361 Putin Link EU 2018-02-28 
#362 Putin Link RUS 2018-03-01 
#363 Lavrov Link TRD 2018-03-08 
#364 Putin Link USO 2018-03-10 
#365 Putin Link RUS 2018-03-12 
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#366 Lavrov Link RUS 2018-03-15 
#367 Lavrov Link TRD 2018-03-16 
#368 Lavrov Link TRD 2018-03-17 
#369 Medvedev Link RUS 2018-03-28 
#370 Lavrov Link TRD 2018-04-05 
#371 Medvedev Link RUS 2018-04-09 
#372 Medvedev Link RUS 2018-04-11 
#373 Medvedev Link RUS 2018-04-12 
#374 Lavrov Link EU 2018-04-16 
#375 Medvedev Link RUS 2018-04-17 
#376 Lavrov Link RUS 2018-04-20 
#377 Lavrov Link EU 2018-04-20 
#378 Putin Link RUS 2018-04-26 
#379 Medvedev Link RUS 2018-04-28 
#380 Lavrov Link EU 2018-05-03 
#381 Medvedev Link RUS 2018-05-16 
#382 Lavrov Link EU 2018-05-18 
#383 Putin Link EU 2018-05-24 
#384 Putin Link TRD 2018-05-25 
#385 Lavrov Link RUS 2018-05-30 
#386 Putin Link EU 2018-06-05 
#387 Putin Link TRD 2018-06-06 
#388 Putin Link RUS 2018-06-07 
#389 Medvedev Link RUS 2018-06-27 
#390 Lavrov Link EU 2018-06-29 
#391 Putin Link USO 2018-07-17 
#392 Putin Link TRD 2018-07-27 
#393 Lavrov Link RUS 2018-07-30 
#394 Medvedev Link RUS 2018-08-10 
#395 Lavrov Link TRD 2018-08-14 
#396 Lavrov Link TRD 2018-08-21 
#397 Putin Link EU 2018-08-22 
#398 Lavrov Link RUS 2018-09-01 
#399 Lavrov Link RUS 2018-09-03 
#400 Lavrov Link RUS 2018-09-04 
#401 Lavrov Link TRD 2018-09-12 
#402 Putin Link TRD 2018-09-12 
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#403 Lavrov Link EU 2018-09-13 
#404 Lavrov Link EU 2018-09-14 
#405 Lavrov Link TRD 2018-09-21 
#406 Medvedev Link RUS 2018-09-25 
#407 Lavrov Link TRD 2018-09-28 
#408 Lavrov Link TRD 2018-09-29 
#409 Putin Link RUS 2018-10-03 
#410 Lavrov Link EU 2018-10-08 
#411 Putin Link TRD 2018-10-11 
#412 Medvedev Link TRD 2018-10-12 
#413 Lavrov Link EU 2018-10-16 
#414 Lavrov Link EU 2018-10-18 
#415 Putin Link RUS 2018-10-18 
#416 Medvedev Link EU 2018-10-18 
#417 Medvedev Link TRD 2018-10-18 
#418 Medvedev Link EU 2018-10-19 
#419 Medvedev Link TRD 2018-10-29 
#420 Medvedev Link TRD 2018-11-05 
#421 Medvedev Link TRD 2018-11-05 
#422 Lavrov Link EU 2018-11-06 
#423 Putin Link RUS 2018-11-06 
#424 Medvedev Link TRD 2018-11-07 
#425 Medvedev Link TRD 2018-11-07 
#426 Putin Link TRD 2018-11-15 
#427 Lavrov Link RUS 2018-11-16 
#428 Medvedev Link TRD 2018-11-17 
#429 Lavrov Link RUS 2018-11-20 
#430 Lavrov Link TRD 2018-11-26 
#431 Putin Link RUS 2018-11-28 
#432 Putin Link TRD 2018-11-30 
#433 Putin Link TRD 2018-12-01 
#434 Lavrov Link RUS 2018-12-02 
#435 Lavrov Link RUS 2018-12-03 
#436 Lavrov Link RUS 2018-12-04 
#437 Lavrov Link USO/EU 2018-12-06 
#438 Medvedev Link RUS 2018-12-06 
#439 Lavrov Link USO/EU 2018-12-07 
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#440 Lavrov Link RUS 2018-12-17 
#441 Putin Link RUS 2018-12-20 
#442 Medvedev Link RUS 2019-01-15 
#443 Lavrov Link RUS 2019-01-16 
#444 Lavrov Link EU 2019-01-18 
#445 Lavrov Link EU 2019-02-12 
#446 Lavrov Link TRD 2019-02-13 
#447 Medvedev Link RUS 2019-02-14 
#448 Lavrov Link TRD 2019-02-16 
#449 Putin Link RUS 2019-02-20 
#450 Lavrov Link EU 2019-02-21 
#451 Lavrov Link TRD 2019-02-24 
#452 Lavrov Link TRD 2019-02-27 
#453 Putin Link RUS 2019-02-28 
#454 Medvedev Link EU 2019-03-04 
#455 Medvedev Link EU 2019-03-04 
#456 Medvedev Link EU 2019-03-05 
#457 Medvedev Link EU 2019-03-06 
#458 Lavrov Link EU 2019-03-12 
#459 Putin Link EU 2019-03-18 
#460 Putin Link RUS 2019-03-19 
#461 Lavrov Link TRD 2019-03-21 
#462 Lavrov Link TRD 2019-03-21 
#463 Lavrov Link USO 2019-03-26 
#464 Lavrov Link TRD 2019-03-29 
#465 Medvedev Link RUS 2019-03-29 
#466 Putin Link TRD 2019-04-09 
#467 Lavrov Link RUS 2019-04-12 
#468 Medvedev Link RUS 2019-04-17 
#469 Lavrov Link RUS 2019-04-19 
#470 Lavrov Link RUS 2019-04-21 
#471 Lavrov Link RUS 2019-04-24 
#472 Putin Link TRD 2019-04-26 
#473 Putin Link EU 2019-05-15 
#474 Medvedev Link RUS 2019-05-15 
#475 Lavrov Link TRD 2019-05-17 
#476 Lavrov Link RUS 2019-06-06 
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#477 Putin Link TRD 2019-06-07 
#478 Lavrov Link TRD 2019-06-11 
#479 Medvedev Link TRD 2019-06-11 
#480 Putin Link RUS 2019-06-13 
#481 Putin Link TRD 2019-06-15 
#482 Putin Link RUS 2019-06-20 
#483 Lavrov Link RUS 2019-06-24 
#484 Medvedev Link EU 2019-06-24 
#485 Putin Link TRD 2019-06-28 
#486 Putin Link TRD 2019-06-29 
#487 Lavrov Link RUS 2019-07-01 
#488 Putin Link EU 2019-07-04 
#489 Lavrov Link EU 2019-07-18 
#490 Lavrov Link RUS 2019-08-15 
#491 Lavrov Link RUS 2019-09-02 
#492 Putin Link TRD 2019-09-05 
#493 Lavrov Link TRD 2019-09-10 
#494 Medvedev Link RUS 2019-09-11 
#495 Medvedev Link RUS 2019-09-12 
#496 Medvedev Link TRD 2019-09-17 
#497 Lavrov Link TRD 2019-09-27 
#498 Lavrov Link TRD 2019-09-28 
#499 Lavrov Link RUS 2019-10-02 
#500 Putin Link RUS 2019-10-02 
#501 Medvedev Link TRD 2019-10-04 
#502 Medvedev Link TRD 2019-10-19 
#503 Medvedev Link TRD 2019-10-19 
#504 Putin Link RUS 2019-10-21 
#505 Lavrov Link RUS 2019-11-01 
#506 Medvedev Link TRD 2019-11-02 
#507 Lavrov Link USO 2019-11-06 
#508 Lavrov Link TRD 2019-11-11 
#509 Lavrov Link TRD 2019-11-18 
#510 Lavrov Link TRD 2019-11-18 
#511 Putin Link RUS 2019-11-20 
#512 Medvedev Link EU 2019-11-25 
#513 Lavrov Link TRD 2019-11-27 
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#514 Medvedev Link RUS 2019-12-05 
#515 Lavrov Link USO 2019-12-11 
#516 Putin Link RUS 2019-12-16 
#517 Putin Link RUS 2019-12-19 
#518 Lavrov Link RUS 2019-12-22 
#519 Lavrov Link RUS 2019-12-23 
#520 Lavrov Link RUS 2019-12-23 
#521 Medvedev Link RUS 2019-12-23 
#522 Lavrov Link TRD 2020-01-15 
#523 Lavrov Link TRD 2020-01-16 
#524 Lavrov Link RUS 2020-01-17 
#525 Lavrov Link TRD 2020-02-07 
#526 Lavrov Link TRD 2020-02-07 
#527 Lavrov Link RUS 2020-02-10 
#528 Lavrov Link TRD 2020-02-15 
#529 Lavrov Link TRD 2020-02-17 
#530 Lavrov Link TRD 2020-02-25 
#531 Lavrov Link USO 2020-02-26 
#532 Putin Link RUS 2020-03-11 
#533 Putin Link RUS 2020-03-16 

 

Explanation regarding “Context”: 

The category context indicates in what surrounding and/or in front of what audience the 

statement was made. There are four different categories: 

 

RUS: Statements that were addressed primarily to a Russian audience or were distributed 

via a Russian media platform. Examples include interviews to Russian TV/radio stations or 

newspapers, speeches in the Russian parliament question time with Russian students, 

statements made at factory visits and statements at national business fora. It can be assumed 

that statements made in these surroundings were most certainly not markedly recognized 

abroad. 

 

TRD: Given in the context of a state visit by/to a country that has not imposed sanctions on 

Russia or a media outlet from such a “third” country. This category was also used for 

occasions of international reach, where the spectators came from sanctioning and non-
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sanctioning countries, e.g., the UN General Assembly or the G20 summit. Furthermore, 

statements made at events held in Russia were grouped in this category, when the event was 

of international significance and therefore statements were probable to also be perceived 

outside of Russia, e.g., the Saint Petersburg International Economic Forum. 

 

USO (part of “SAN”): Statements grouped in this category were made at a state visit to, or 

within the scope of a state visit by a politician from, a country that has imposed sanctions on 

Russia and is not an EU country, so e.g., the US, Japan or Norway. Moreover, statements 

distributed by a media outlet of one of these countries were categorized as “USO”, due to 

the fact that it can be assumed that the audience of these statements was primarily from the 

US or another country that sanctioned Russia. 

 

EU (part of “SAN”): Used for statements given at a state visit in an EU country or when a 

politician from an EU member came to Russia. Analogously to the other categories, 

statements made in newspapers or interviews with TV channels from the European Union 

were also grouped here, as well as Russia-organised trade fairs primarily visited by European 

businessmen. 
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Introduction to the topic 

The aim of the thesis will be to identify how the Russian political leadership has been trying 

to publicly frame the sanctions regime that was implemented by the US, the EU and a few 

other Western states in the wake of the Ukraine Crisis and the accession of Crimea to the 

Russian Federation. In general, the effects of sanctions, once imposed, heavily depend on the 

perception of the foreign sanctions regime, which is why it is incredibly important how the 

sanctioned government depicts the sanctions in front of its own population, as well as 

internationally, and whether the domestic political leadership will be able to persuade its 

citizens and other international actors that the countries imposing the sanctions are actually 

the ones acting unjustly. 

 

Despite the importance of the topic, the analysis of Russian top-level politicians´ portrayal of 

the situation has been an aspect widely underinvestigated in the broad body of scholarship 

that emerged after the West implemented sanctions against Russia. Despite the fact that 

there are a few articles that somehow touch upon the issue, none of these texts offers a 

comprehensive overview of the official Russian narratives that spans all the way from 2014 

to 2020, which means that a possible variation in the usage of different strings of Russia´s 

strategic narrative has remained a black box up until now, an academic vacuum that this 

thesis sets out to fill. 

 

Research target, research questions 

After the collapse of the Soviet Union, the newly founded Russian Federation went through a 

period of economic chaos and political mismanagement in the 1990s and was therefore also 

unable to implement a comprehensive foreign policy. It was just with the arrival of President 

Putin in 2000 that Russia took a more active stance in international affairs. Since then, Russia´s 

relationship with the West has developed in a yo-yo pattern of rapprochement and 

disaffection. From the shared efforts in the war on terror, over the Russian war in the 

Caucasus condemned by the West, to a more pro-Western president Medvedev, the 

implementation of Western sanctions against Russia in the wake of the Ukraine Crisis in 2014 



marked the absolute nadir in the, for Russia all-important, relationship with the West since 

1990 (Marten, 2015). 

 

Despite the sanctions being in place for six years already at the time of writing, Western 

politicians have been frustrated by the relativly modest economic and the next to 

imperceptible political effect that their sanctions had (Conolly, 2018) (Wonder, 2018). 

According to Galtung (1967) the effectiveness of economic sanctions depends on three 

conditions, the perception of the “sanction attack”, the identification with the attacker and 

on the belief in one´s own (contested) goal. All of these three dimensions can be decisively 

influenced by a well-designed communication strategy on the side of the sanctioned state. 

 

The first target of this thesis is to identify with what explanations and lines of argumentation, 

the highest-ranking Russian politicians tried to discredit the Western sanctions. These 

explanations and recurring patterns of justification will be subsumed under the term 

“strategic narrative”, which, according to Miskimmon et al., can be defined as “a means for 

political actors to construct a shared meaning of the past, present, and future of international 

politics to shape the behaviour of domestic and international actors” (Miskimmon, 

O’Loughlin, & Roselle, 2013). This definition is perfectly suitable for the purpose of the thesis 

since Russian leaders try to frame sanctions within a historic Western resentment against 

Russia, while at the same time stressing positive developments triggered by the West´s 

restrictions on the Russian economy, which will be felt in the future. Moreover, as postulated 

in our definition, the Russian political elite´s, and especially President Putin´s, sanction 

narratives are at the same time aimed at the domestic and international audience, in order 

to shape their attitude towards the Russian government and state in a certain form 

(Leichtova, 2016). Following from this necessity to discover recurring strategic narrative 

patterns and categorize statements of Russian political leadership, the first research question 

will be: 

 

Q1: On what narrative strings has the Russian political leadership based its strategic narrative 

of the Western sanctions regime, from 2014 to 2020? 

 



Despite political leaders having considerable room for manoeuvre, when designing strategic 

political narratives, they are still constrained by the overall circumstances that shape the 

current domestic and international political environment (Hinck, Kluver, & Cooley, 2018). 

According to that, in the relatively long period of observation of narratives (March 2014 to 

April 2020), it can be expected that certain new narratives appeared while others became less 

prominent over time, depending on the current political and economic circumstances of the 

day. This assumption leads to the second research question: 

 

Q2: How has the usage of different narrative components, employed by the top-level Russian 

policymakers, varied in the period from 2014 to 2020? 

 

Literature review 

The analytical framework of strategic narratives is built on Miskimmon, O´Loughlin and 

Roselle´s book “Strategic Narratives: Communication Power and the New World Order“ 

(2013). Their piece, and the strategic narrative concept introduced therein, have become a 

largely utilized basis for the analysis of government communication and have already been 

employed for similar research purposes, like the analysis of Russian communication strategy 

after the MH-17 downing, RT´s coverage of Brexit or a general analysis of Russian media 

landscape (Vieira & Ramos, 2019) (Flaherty & Roselle, 2018) (Hinck, Kluver, & Cooley, 2018). 

 

The understanding of economic sanctions, the underlying topic of this thesis, will mainly 

orient on Galtung´s “On the Effects of International Economic Sanctions, With Examples from 

the Case of Rhodesia” (1967). This standard work on economic sanctions has, despite its 

relative age, been cited hundreds of times in articles on sanctions up to this day and will not 

only be the guiding star for the definition of what economic sanctions are and what goals shall 

be achieved by them but the countertactics of sanctioned nations, as outlined in the text, will 

be part of the theoretical base on which the hypothesis on what narratives to expect, will be 

built on. 

 

After devastating humanitarian effects of comprehensive sanctions on Iraq in the 1990s, a 

new type of economic sanctions became dominant, called targeted or smart sanctions, and 



in the years after also scholars would turn their focus towards this new type of sanctioning 

mechanism (Brzoska, 2003) (Drezner, 2011) (Portela, 2014). Despite the sanctions regime 

against Russian being designed as targeted sanctions, the restricted access to financing and 

the Russian countersanctions against the West, have transformed the targeted sanctions into 

comprehensive sanctions, at least regarding the effects on ordinary Russians (Ashford, 2016) 

(Frye, 2019). As a result, Galtung´s (1967) analysis of the comprehensive sanctions regime 

against Rhodesia remains a suitable basis for analysis, rather than more recent works that are 

concentrating on targeted sanctions mechanisms. 

 

The analysis of contemporary Russian foreign policy (since 1990), the goals it seeks to achieve 

and the identity standing behind it, will be, among other sources, mainly be guided by the 

works of Jeffrey Mankoff (2011), Magdalena Leichtova (2014) and Robert Legvold (2007). 

Despite all of these pieces having their distinct thematic focus, all books highlight the same 

particularities that are characterizing Russia´s foreign policy. All three authors describe how 

Russia´s identity of being a great power over centuries still heavily influences foreign policy 

choices to this day. Furthermore, when taking a separate look at Russia´s relations with the 

US, EU, China and other global players, it becomes apparent that the dominant vector of 

Russia´s foreign policy still is the one pointing towards the West, especially to the US. Another 

special focus of Russian foreign policy is the post-Soviet space, which Russia considers its 

sphere of special interest. These in-depth insights will be another background source from 

which the prediction of possible narratives will start. 

 

Conceptual and theoretical framework, research hypotheses 

Conceptually, narratives can be understood as frameworks allowing humans to connect 

phenomena, which seem to be apparently not connected, around a casual transformation. 

Strategic narratives (definition above) are often used by states in times of crisis to try and 

offer an explanation about how a crisis unfolds, how this challenge could be overcome and 

how a potential finite state should look like, once the crisis has been overcome  (Miskimmon, 

O’Loughlin, & Roselle, 2013). Furthermore, political leaders employ strategic narratives in 

crisis situations with the aim of other players adopting their view and then being influenced 



in their identities and understanding of the international system by that narrative 

(Miskimmon, O’Loughlin, & Roselle, 2015). 

 

One of the primary interests of powerful countries when employing strategic narratives is to 

gain recognition and position themselves as Great Powers in the international arena 

(Antoniades, O’Loughlin, & & Miskimmon, 2010). After the end of the Cold War, Russia´s 

interest has increasingly been shifting towards reviving the external perception of its great 

power status, after being left marginalized by the West, when it came to international 

decision-making in the 1990s (Larson & Shevchenko, 2019, S. 186). For strategic narratives to 

succeed, bearing in mind earlier narratives is necessary, since these preceding narratives 

already shaped the world view of the audience and influence how the new narrative is 

perceived (Hinck, Kluver, & Cooley, 2018).  Due to this, it might be expected that the 

overriding theme of Russia´s foreign policy, the self-projection as Great Power, also plays a 

role in the design of its strategic narrative on the sanctions regime. 

 

The Russian Federation is a state with a relatively authoritarian political structure, which 

means that the executive power, especially the president, dominates over the legislative and 

judicative sector, with regards to decision-making in the field of foreign and security policy 

(Petrov & Gelman, 2019). The very few top officials enjoy the almost exclusive competence 

for public goal formation in these policy fields (Oldberg, 2010) (Leichtova, 2016). Due to this 

supremacy of the executive branch of power in Russia, the analysis of statements used to 

determine Russia´s narratives of the Western sanctions regime will be concentrated on 

accounts of the Russian president, prime minister and minister of foreign affairs and their 

respective spokespeople. 

 

The implementation of sanctions follows the same principle logic as conventional warfare, 

the goal is to politically disintegrate an opponent so that that this opponent gives up the 

pursuit of a certain goal or gives in to distinct demands, in the case treated in this thesis, the 

demand is the full implementation of the Minsk agreements by Russia (Council of the EU, 

2020). According to Galtung (1967), the counterstrategy that a sanctioned state can apply is 

based on two principles, firstly the receiving nation can rely on “three holes” of the sanction 

mechanism to curb the economic effects: 



 

• Adaptation to sacrifice: So, to get used to living without certain amenities and possibly 

making these adaptive measures a goal in itself. 

• Restructuring of the economy: Absorbing the economic shock that was caused by the 

boycott, by rearranging domestic economy in order to self-produce boycotted goods 

and re-educating workers that were made redundant in the wake of the sanctions. 

• Changes of trade with third parties or smuggling: Should the sanctions regime 

imposed on a country be universal, smuggling might be a solution for avoiding the 

boycott. In the case of non-universal sanctions, as in the current case, a shift in trade 

partners towards third countries might help to cushion the effects of sanctions. 

 

Secondly, the strength of the “moral effect” of being sanctioned, which eventually might lead 

to citizens questioning or even turning against their rulers, depends on three factors, which 

the government will seek to influence in their favour: 

 

• Is the attack (sanctions) seen as an attack on society as a whole or only against a 

particular part of it? 

• Is there weak identification with the attacker(s), even negative identification, or some 

latent strong identification with the sending nation(s)? 

• Is there a belief in the value and importance of the political goal that led other 

countries to impose sanctions or are other political options possibly seen as better 

alternatives? 

 

Following from this theoretical background, predicting on what narrative to anticipate, it can 

be expected that there will be two main elements of the Russian sanctions narrative, both 

also in line with Russia´s principal foreign policy goal of restoring its great power status. On 

the one hand, Russia´s political leaders will try to downplay the economic effects of the 

sanctions regime. They will do so by stressing how they employ the mechanisms by which the 

economic effects can be cushioned (“three holes”) described above and maybe even make 

the resulting measures of adaption, restructuring of economy and diversification of trade 

partners a goal in itself, thereby proving that Russia can adapt to this strong caesura in trade 



relations, without significant problems, as only a Great Power could do. On the other hand, 

in order to remedy the moral effect of being sanctioned, Russia will seek to delegitimize the 

sanctions, by condemning them as illegitimate or even illegal measures imposed by the US 

and its allies in order to defend the US-dominated unilateral world order and not letting a 

multilateral world order emerge, in which the Great Power Russia would be one of the centres 

of power. A delegitimizing narrative string like this would satisfy all three above mentioned 

dimensions of defending against the moral effect of sanctions. Following from this is 

 

H1: Russia´s strategic narrative on the Western sanctions will be aimed at downplaying the 

effectiveness and delegitimizing the sanctions regime. 

 

The range of political actors´ ability to design and employ different strategic narratives is 

considerable. Nevertheless, the strategic creation of narratives, is distinctively shaped and 

constrained by the domestic and international political context, so not any narrative can be 

successfully implemented at any time, but rather has to somehow reflect the political zeitgeist 

(Miskimmon, O’Loughlin, & Roselle, 2013). Building on this piece of theoretical background, 

it can be expected that Russian political leadership had to adapt the usage of its narrative 

strings to the political reality of the day. So for Q2, the analysis of different narratives´ 

variation over our six-year observation period, it might be assumed that the Russian top-level 

politicians stressed certain narrative strings more heavily or even introduced new ones at 

times these were closest to political reality e.g. stressing economic self-reliability during times 

of growth, while reducing the usage of other narratives that were less appealing to the 

Russian population and the international audience, due to hard facts speaking against these 

narrative strings. For our second hypothesis this means: 

 

H2: There is a variety in the frequency of usage of different strategic narrative components 

according to the current political and economic situation in Russia. 

 

Methodology 

Similarly to Hinck, Kluver and Cooley (2018), who mapped Russian strategic narratives 

regarding a different topic, the thesis will use several sources to keep track of the Russian 



narratives on the Western sanctions regime. However, some adaptions have to be made due 

to the distinct research focus of this thesis. Firstly, only “regime-friendly” media and 

communication outlets will be consulted, since the goal of the analysis is to map the strategic 

narrative that Russia´s political elite wants the audience to believe. Secondly, due to the 

longer period of observation, the number of sources will be cut down to four, which will be 

mapped parallelly, the websites of TASS, RT and the websites of the Russian MFA, respectively 

the Kremlin. 

 

For discovering and mapping the different narrative components employed by the three 

highest-ranking foreign policy decision-makers a qualitative approach will be utilized. Bearing 

in mind the distinct requirements for analysis that follow from the two research questions, 

qualitative content analysis appears to be a suitable research method. Qualitative content 

analysis is a well-suited option in cases when one has to interpret and give meaning to a set 

of data, which can be collected from a wide range of sources. The main purpose of qualitative 

content analysis is to systematically explore the data material´s meaning, even though 

important findings coming up during the process, can also be included in the analysis later 

onwards (Schreier, 2012). Furthermore, content analysis offers itself nicely for exploring the 

relatively large amount of data, which was generated in our long observation period, and will 

be coded by hand. 

 

The implementation of the strategic sanctions narrative by the top three Russian foreign 

policy makers will be investigated by an analysis of their speeches given, in which the 

sanctions regime was a topic. For the analysis of speeches given by Minister of Foreign Affairs 

Lavrov, the extensive database of the Russian Ministry of Foreign Affairs will be consulted. 

For speeches given by Vladimir Putin the speech database of the Presidential Office will be 

used as primary source. Due to the Prime Minister´s office lacking a comparable speech 

database, the statements of Dimitri Medvedev and Mikhail Mishustin on the sanctions regime 

will be derived from secondary sources, namely the Russian news agency TASS and RT. These 

two news sites will also be skimmed for statements of the spokespeople of the President, PM 

and Minister of Foreign Affairs. 

 

 



The coding scheme will be divided into three categories. To capture statements that aim at 

downplaying the effects of the sanctions regime, following indictors have been developed: 

Adaption refers to statements in which quantitively measurable sanction effects on the 

economy are negated, while potentially, negative effects on the economy of sending 

countries are stressed. Restructuring captures statements in which the opportunities for 

economic progress that are connected with the sanctions are stressed, respectively, where 

the advancement already made is emphasised. The indicator new partners concerns 

statements in which Russia´s strengthened trade vectors towards other countries/partners, 

e.g. China, EEA, are mentioned. For delegitimizing statements these indicators will be used: 

Evil Attack will be employed for statements in which the malign nature of the sanctions 

regime, imposed illegally on all Russians, are underscored. Identification refers to statements 

in which the primary responsibility for sanctions is shifted to the US, whereas the EU is only 

as a “blind follower”, thereby playing on the stronger resentment towards Americans in the 

Russian population and impeding identification with the senders. Political goal will cover 

statements in which the “true” reasons for the sanctions regime will explained, namely to 

stop the emergence of a multilateral world order, in which Russia has its place as one of the 

most influential countries. A third category called others will be installed, since it is expected 

that not all statements regarding the sanctions regime will fall into one of the first two 

categories. It is difficult to already predict what will be the underlying topics of these 

statements, they will be mapped and added during the analysis. Nevertheless, it can be 

expected that these narratives will be in line with Russia´s Great Power theme. 
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