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Abstract 

Trade sanctions remain among the most widely used instruments of economic statecraft in 

contemporary international relations. States and international organizations increasingly 

employ trade restrictions financial controls export bans and targeted economic measures to 

influence the conduct of other states without resorting to armed conflict. Yet the effectiveness 

of sanctions continues to generate intense scholarly and policy debate. Traditional approaches 

often evaluate sanctions through a narrow success or failure framework focused solely on 

immediate policy compliance. Such approaches fail to account for broader strategic legal 

economic and normative dimensions that shape sanction outcomes. 

This paper adopts David Baldwin’s logic of choice framework to examine trade sanctions as 

multidimensional instruments of foreign policy. It argues that sanctions should not be 

assessed only by whether they compel immediate behavioral change but also by their 

signaling functions deterrent value institutional legitimacy and comparative utility relative to 

alternative policy options. The paper evaluates direct mechanisms such as embargoes export 

controls and financial restrictions alongside indirect consequences including trade diversion 

market adaptation and humanitarian costs. It further examines the interaction between 

sanctions and international legal frameworks including the General Agreement on Tariffs and 

Trade the World Trade Organization and United Nations sanctions architecture. 

Through comparative analysis of sanctions imposed on Russia Iran and North Korea this 

paper demonstrates that sanctions rarely operate as standalone coercive tools. Their 

effectiveness depends upon multilateral coordination target vulnerability institutional 

enforcement and integration with diplomatic strategies. The paper concludes that sanctions 

are most effective when designed with clear objectives humanitarian safeguards legal 

legitimacy and coordinated international implementation. 
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Introduction 

Economic sanctions occupy a central place in modern international relations. Governments 

increasingly prefer sanctions over military intervention because sanctions appear to impose 

lower political military and economic costs upon sender states while preserving strategic 

pressure against target governments. Trade sanctions in particular affect the movement of 

goods services technology finance and investment across borders thereby influencing both 

domestic and international economic structures. 

Sanctions may take several forms including trade embargoes export licensing restrictions 

financial asset freezes import bans banking restrictions and targeted limitations upon specific 

industries or individuals. Their principal purpose is to alter the behavior of a target state 

through economic pressure. Policymakers frequently justify sanctions as tools for enforcing 

international law preventing armed conflict responding to human rights abuses or deterring 

nuclear proliferation. 

Despite their widespread use sanctions remain deeply contested. Some scholars argue that 

sanctions can effectively coerce states into policy change especially when coordinated 

multilaterally and directed toward limited objectives.1 Others contend that sanctions 

frequently fail because target states adapt through trade diversion domestic substitution or 

political mobilization against external pressure.2 In many cases sanctions impose severe 

humanitarian and economic costs without producing meaningful political compliance. 

The debate surrounding sanctions often suffers from an excessively narrow understanding of 

effectiveness. David Baldwin argues that sanctions should be evaluated within a broader logic 

of choice framework rather than through simplistic binary judgments of success or 

failure.3According to Baldwin policymakers choose sanctions from among several available 

alternatives including diplomacy military intervention and strategic engagement. 

Consequently sanctions must be assessed according to multiple factors including 

implementation costs political feasibility strategic alternatives and long term normative 

impact. 

This paper applies Baldwin’s framework to trade sanctions and argues that their significance 

extends beyond direct coercion. Sanctions also serve signaling deterrent and reputational 

purposes within international politics. They communicate disapproval reinforce international 

norms and demonstrate institutional commitment to legal standards. At the same time 

                                                      
1 Gary Clyde Hufbauer Jeffrey J. Schott & Kimberly Ann Elliott Economic Sanctions Reconsidered (3d ed. 2007). 
2 Robert A. Pape Why Economic Sanctions Do Not Work 22 Int’l Security 90 (1997). 
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sanctions interact with global trade systems in ways that create market distortions economic 

fragmentation and unintended humanitarian consequences. 

The paper proceeds in four parts. The first section examines theoretical perspectives on 

sanctions and economic coercion. The second section analyzes the market effects and 

economic mechanisms of trade sanctions. The third section evaluates the international legal 

framework governing sanctions under the World Trade Organization and United Nations 

systems. The final section provides comparative analysis of Russia Iran and North Korea 

before presenting policy recommendations for more effective and legitimate sanction design. 

 

Historical Evolution of Trade Sanctions 

Trade sanctions have evolved significantly from traditional embargoes into highly 

sophisticated instruments of economic and geopolitical control. Historically sanctions 

emerged as tools of wartime economic blockade intended to weaken adversaries by 

restricting access to trade routes resources and strategic goods. Ancient Greek city states and 

medieval European kingdoms frequently employed trade restrictions against rival powers. 

However modern sanctions began developing systematically during the twentieth century 

particularly after the First World War. 

Nicholas Mulder traces the emergence of sanctions as instruments of collective security 

during the interwar period. Following the devastation of the First World War policymakers 

sought alternatives to direct military confrontation. Economic sanctions appeared attractive 

because they promised coercive leverage without immediate violence. The League of Nations 

adopted sanctions mechanisms designed to deter aggression through collective economic 

isolation. 

The sanctions imposed against Italy following its invasion of Ethiopia in 1935 represented 

one of the earliest major experiments in multilateral economic coercion. Although these 

sanctions failed to prevent Italian expansion they demonstrated the growing belief that 

economic interdependence could be transformed into strategic leverage. The interwar 

experience also revealed major weaknesses including inconsistent participation weak 

enforcement and competing national interests. Following the Second World War sanctions 

became increasingly embedded within international institutional frameworks particularly 

through the United Nations system. Article 41 of the United Nations Charter formally 

authorized the Security Council to impose economic and diplomatic measures in response to 

threats to international peace and security. During the Cold War however geopolitical rivalry 

between the United States and Soviet Union often prevented coordinated sanctions action 
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through the Security Council. 

The post Cold War period marked a dramatic expansion in sanctions usage. The collapse of 

bipolar rivalry enabled greater Security Council cooperation while globalization increased 

economic interdependence and financial connectivity. States discovered that control over 

trade networks banking systems and technological infrastructure provided substantial 

coercive opportunities. The sanctions imposed against Iraq after the invasion of Kuwait in 

1990 represented one of the most comprehensive sanctions regimes in modern history. While 

these measures demonstrated the capacity of coordinated international sanctions to impose 

severe economic pressure they also generated devastating humanitarian consequences. 

Reports of widespread civilian suffering malnutrition and collapse of public health 

infrastructure produced intense criticism from scholars humanitarian organizations and legal 

experts. 

As a result the late 1990s and early twenty first century witnessed a transition from 

comprehensive sanctions toward targeted or smart sanctions. Targeted sanctions aimed to 

minimize humanitarian harm by focusing upon political elites military entities financial assets 

travel restrictions and strategic sectors rather than entire populations. The evolution toward 

targeted sanctions reflected growing concern regarding proportionality legality and ethical 

legitimacy. 

The development of financial globalization further transformed sanctions strategy. Rather 

than relying solely upon traditional trade embargoes states increasingly weaponized financial 

infrastructure payment systems and access to international capital markets. Farrell and 

Newman’s concept of weaponized interdependence captures this transformation by 

explaining how states controlling central nodes of global economic networks can exercise 

coercive power through exclusion and restriction. 

Contemporary sanctions regimes therefore operate within an environment characterized by 

digital finance global supply chains multinational corporations and interconnected 

technological systems. Modern sanctions often involve export controls cyber restrictions 

asset freezes banking limitations investment prohibitions shipping regulations and 

technological licensing restrictions. The increasing sophistication of sanctions has also 

produced corresponding forms of resistance and adaptation. Target states develop alternative 

payment systems strengthen regional economic partnerships employ cryptocurrency 

networks and cultivate sanctions busting trade relationships. Consequently sanctions policy 

now exists within a continuous cycle of enforcement adaptation circumvention and regulatory 

escalation. 
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The historical evolution of sanctions demonstrates that they are not static policy instruments 

but dynamic mechanisms shaped by changing economic structures technological 

developments legal frameworks and geopolitical conditions. Understanding this historical 

transformation is essential for evaluating contemporary sanctions policy and its future 

trajectory within international relations. 

 

Theoretical Foundations of Trade Sanctions 

Theoretical approaches to sanctions emerge primarily from realism liberal institutionalism 

and constructivism within international relations scholarship. Each perspective provides a 

distinct explanation for why sanctions are imposed and how they function. 

Realist approaches view sanctions as instruments of power politics through which stronger 

states seek to alter the behavior of weaker states. Thomas Schelling’s theory of coercive 

diplomacy emphasizes that successful coercion depends upon credible threats clear demands 

and the ability to impose sustained pressure.3 From a realist perspective sanctions succeed 

when targets perceive the costs of resistance as greater than the costs of compliance. 

However realism also explains why sanctions frequently fail. States may absorb severe 

economic pain when core security or regime survival interests are at stake. North Korea 

illustrates this dynamic because the regime treats nuclear capability as existentially necessary 

and therefore resists external pressure despite prolonged economic isolation. 

Liberal institutionalist scholars focus on the role of international institutions in coordinating 

sanctions and enhancing compliance. Robert Keohane argues that institutions reduce 

uncertainty facilitate monitoring and strengthen collective action among states.4 Lisa Martin 

similarly demonstrates that multilateral sanctions tend to be more effective than unilateral 

measures because they reduce opportunities for evasion and signal unified international 

resolve. 

Institutionalist perspectives are particularly relevant in the context of United Nations and 

European Union sanctions regimes where collective implementation strengthens legitimacy 

and enforcement capacity. Multilateral sanctions also increase reputational pressure upon 

target states because they indicate broad international condemnation rather than unilateral 

geopolitical rivalry. 

Constructivist approaches emphasize the normative and symbolic dimensions of sanctions. 

                                                      
3 Robert A. Pape Why Economic Sanctions Do Not Work 22 Int’l Security 90 (1997). 
4 Francesco Giumelli Coercing Constraining and Signalling: Explaining UN and EU Sanctions (2011). 
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Martha Finnemore and Kathryn Sikkink argue that international norms shape state behavior 

through processes of socialization and reputational pressure. From this perspective sanctions 

function not only as economic punishment but also as mechanisms of norm enforcement. 

Sanctions imposed in response to human rights abuses nuclear proliferation or territorial 

aggression communicate global standards of acceptable conduct. 

Francesco Giumelli expands this analysis by identifying three primary objectives of 

sanctions: coercion constraint and signaling. Coercive sanctions seek direct policy change. 

Constraining sanctions aim to reduce a target’s material capabilities such as access to military 

technology or financial resources. Signaling sanctions communicate disapproval and 

reinforce normative commitments even when immediate compliance is unlikely. David 

Baldwin’s logic of choice framework integrates these perspectives into a multidimensional 

evaluation model. Baldwin rejects simplistic questions about whether sanctions work and 

instead asks whether sanctions represent the most rational available option under specific 

circumstances. This approach requires analysis of costs benefits alternatives implementation 

difficulty and political context. 

 

Political Economy of Trade Sanctions 

The political economy of sanctions extends beyond international coercion and includes 

complex interactions between domestic politics economic interests institutional pressures and 

global market structures. Sanctions are frequently presented as rational instruments of foreign 

policy but their implementation and persistence are often shaped by internal political 

considerations within sender states. 

Kaempfer and Lowenberg argue that sanctions should be understood through public choice 

theory because domestic interest groups significantly influence sanction policy. Political 

leaders may impose sanctions to satisfy domestic constituencies demonstrate moral 

commitment or respond to electoral pressures even when the likelihood of international 

compliance remains limited. 

For example sanctions imposed in response to human rights abuses frequently generate strong 

domestic political support because they allow governments to signal ethical commitment 

without resorting to military intervention. Democratic governments particularly rely upon 

sanctions because they are politically easier to justify than armed conflict and often generate 

bipartisan support. 

Domestic industries however may experience substantial economic losses because of 

sanctions. Export dependent sectors energy companies financial institutions and multinational 
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corporations frequently lobby against broad restrictions that disrupt profitable international 

markets. This tension creates important political tradeoffs within sender states. 

Susan Allen’s research demonstrates that sanctioning governments may suffer electoral 

consequences when domestic economic costs become politically visible.²² Rising fuel prices 

export losses unemployment and inflation can reduce public support for prolonged sanctions 

particularly during periods of economic instability. 

The political economy of sanctions also involves reputational considerations. Governments 

may maintain sanctions even when they appear ineffective because removing sanctions could 

signal weakness inconsistency or abandonment of normative commitments. Consequently 

sanctions sometimes persist because of symbolic political value rather than measurable 

strategic success. 

Target states also experience important domestic political dynamics under sanctions pressure. 

Economic hardship may weaken governments by generating unemployment inflation 

shortages and declining living standards. However sanctions may also strengthen 

authoritarian regimes by allowing leaders to redirect blame toward foreign powers and 

suppress domestic dissent through nationalist rhetoric5. 

Johan Galtung’s rally around the flag theory remains influential in explaining why sanctions 

frequently produce political consolidation rather than regime destabilization.²³ Governments 

subjected to external economic pressure often portray sanctions as attacks upon national 

sovereignty thereby increasing public support for regime resistance. 

Regime type further shapes sanction outcomes. Democracies may be more vulnerable to 

economic pressure because electoral systems translate economic dissatisfaction into political 

accountability. Authoritarian governments by contrast can redistribute economic burdens 

suppress opposition and maintain elite loyalty through centralized control. 

Brooks and Ang and Peksen both demonstrate that authoritarian regimes generally display 

greater resilience against sanctions because political leaders remain insulated from public 

economic grievances. Consequently sanctions targeting authoritarian regimes often impose 

extensive civilian suffering without significantly altering elite decision making. 

Global corporations and financial institutions have also become central actors within 

sanctions enforcement. Banks shipping firms insurance providers and multinational 

corporations increasingly function as private compliance agents responsible for implementing 

complex regulatory requirements. 

                                                      
5 Henry Farrell & Abraham L. Newman Weaponized Interdependence: How Global Economic Networks Shape 

State Coercion 44 Int’l Security 42 (2019). 

http://www.ijlra.com/


www.ijlra.com 

Volume 3 Issue 2 | May 2026 

 

ISSN: 2582-6433 

 

 

Page | 11 
 

 

Giumelli argues that modern sanctions enforcement has effectively been privatized because 

private actors perform much of the monitoring risk assessment and implementation 

previously undertaken directly by governments. Financial institutions frequently adopt 

extremely cautious compliance practices to avoid penalties reputational damage or exclusion 

from major financial systems. This privatization of enforcement creates additional economic 

consequences including overcompliance. Businesses may terminate lawful transactions 

involving sanctioned jurisdictions because of regulatory uncertainty and fear of penalties. 

Humanitarian organizations frequently encounter difficulties accessing banking channels 

even when humanitarian exemptions formally exist. 

The political economy of sanctions therefore extends far beyond interstate relations. It 

includes domestic electoral incentives interest group politics private sector compliance global 

financial governance and ideological signaling. Effective sanctions analysis must account for 

these multidimensional economic and political interactions rather than viewing sanctions 

solely as external coercive measures. 

 

Market Effects and Economic Mechanisms 

Trade sanctions operate through both direct and indirect economic mechanisms. Direct 

mechanisms include embargoes export bans quotas and financial restrictions. Indirect 

mechanisms include disruption of payment systems currency instability market uncertainty 

and reputational consequences for firms operating within sanctioned jurisdictions. Trade 

embargoes remain among the oldest forms of economic coercion. By restricting imports and 

exports embargoes seek to reduce economic growth limit industrial capacity and generate 

political pressure within target states. Financial sanctions have become increasingly 

important in the modern global economy because international banking networks provide 

substantial leverage to economically central states. Farrell and Newman describe this 

phenomenon as weaponized interdependence where states controlling key financial and 

technological networks can exert disproportionate coercive influence. 

The exclusion of Iranian banks from the Society for Worldwide Interbank Financial 

Telecommunication system in 2012 demonstrated the strategic power of financial sanctions. 

Similar restrictions imposed against Russia following the invasion of Ukraine significantly 

disrupted access to international capital markets and foreign exchange reserves. Yet sanctions 

also generate extensive unintended consequences. One major effect is trade diversion. Target 

states frequently redirect trade toward alternative partners willing to bypass sanctions for 

economic or geopolitical reasons. Bryan Early demonstrates that sanctions busting trade 

http://www.ijlra.com/


www.ijlra.com 

Volume 3 Issue 2 | May 2026 

 

ISSN: 2582-6433 

 

 

Page | 12 
 

 

networks substantially reduce the economic pressure intended by sanctioning states.¹² 

Russia’s increased trade with China and India following Western sanctions provides a 

contemporary example. 

Another important consequence is domestic economic adaptation. States subjected to 

prolonged sanctions often develop import substitution industries alternative payment 

mechanisms and regional economic partnerships that reduce dependence upon sanctioning 

economies. Iran for example expanded domestic production capabilities and strengthened 

regional commercial relationships during periods of extensive sanctions. Sanctions 

additionally create humanitarian and welfare concerns. Comprehensive sanctions imposed 

against Iraq during the 1990s generated severe shortages of food medicine and basic 

infrastructure while failing to produce regime change. These experiences contributed to the 

emergence of targeted or smart sanctions focused upon political elites financial assets and 

strategic sectors rather than entire populations6. 

Nevertheless targeted sanctions also present practical challenges. Effective implementation 

requires detailed intelligence regarding elite financial networks asset ownership and 

commercial relationships. Targeted actors may conceal assets through intermediaries offshore 

jurisdictions or informal financial systems thereby limiting enforcement effectiveness. The 

economic costs of sanctions are not limited to target states. Sender states may also experience 

trade losses higher energy prices reduced export opportunities and domestic political pressure 

from affected industries. Susan Allen argues that domestic economic costs significantly shape 

sanction policy and may reduce long term political support for sanctions among sender 

populations. 

 

Legal and Institutional Frameworks 

Trade sanctions exist within a complex legal environment shaped by international trade law 

United Nations authority and domestic regulatory systems. The legality of sanctions 

frequently depends upon the relationship between economic coercion national security and 

international obligations. The World Trade Organization and the General Agreement on 

Tariffs and Trade establish fundamental principles of non discrimination market access and 

trade liberalization. Article I of the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade embodies the 

most favored nation principle while Article XI generally prohibits quantitative restrictions 

                                                      
6 Henry Farrell & Abraham L. Newman Weaponized Interdependence: How Global Economic Networks Shape 

State Coercion 44 Int’l Security 42 (2019). 
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upon trade. 

However Article XXI provides a national security exception permitting states to adopt 

measures necessary for the protection of essential security interests.¹⁵ This provision has 

become increasingly significant in modern sanctions policy. States imposing sanctions often 

justify restrictions under Article XXI by arguing that geopolitical conflicts terrorism or 

nuclear proliferation constitute threats to national security. 

The scope of Article XXI remained controversial for decades because states treated it as 

largely self judging. Yet the World Trade Organization panel decision in Russia Traffic in 

Transit clarified that although states possess discretion in determining security interests the 

invocation of Article XXI remains subject to limited review under principles of good faith.¹⁶ 

United Nations sanctions derive authority primarily from Article 41 of the United Nations 

Charter which authorizes the Security Council to impose non military measures in response 

to threats to international peace and security. United Nations sanctions possess unique legal 

legitimacy because member states are obligated under Article 25 to implement Security 

Council decisions. The evolution of United Nations sanctions reflects growing concern 

regarding humanitarian consequences and due process protections. Comprehensive sanctions 

imposed against Iraq during the 1990s generated extensive criticism because of their 

devastating civilian impact. In response the United Nations increasingly adopted targeted 

sanctions focusing upon travel bans asset freezes and arms embargoes directed at political 

elites terrorist organizations and specific entities. 

European Union sanctions operate through the Common Foreign and Security Policy 

framework and are implemented through regulations binding upon member states. The 

European Union has emerged as one of the most significant sanctions actors particularly 

regarding Russia Iran and human rights related measures. European legal systems have also 

played an important role in developing due process protections within sanctions law. The 

Kadi litigation before the Court of Justice of the European Union established that even United 

Nations linked sanctions must comply with fundamental rights protections under European 

law. These decisions reinforced the importance of judicial review procedural fairness and 

evidentiary standards in targeted sanctions regimes. 

Domestic legal frameworks further shape sanction implementation. In the United States the 

Office of Foreign Assets Control administers sanctions under statutes such as the 

International Emergency Economic Powers Act. American sanctions possess extensive 

extraterritorial reach because of the centrality of the United States dollar within global 

finance. Secondary sanctions against third country firms conducting business with sanctioned 
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entities significantly expand enforcement power. However extraterritorial sanctions also 

create legal and diplomatic tensions. The European Union Blocking Statute seeks to prevent 

European companies from complying with certain United States sanctions viewed as 

unlawful assertions of extraterritorial jurisdiction. Such conflicts illustrate broader tensions 

between sovereignty global trade integration and unilateral economic coercion7. 

 

Comparative Analysis of Russia Iran and North Korea 

Comparative analysis demonstrates that sanctions outcomes vary significantly according to 

political economic and geopolitical context. Sanctions imposed upon Russia following the 

annexation of Crimea in 2014 and the invasion of Ukraine in 2022 represent among the most 

extensive coordinated sanctions regimes in modern history. The United States European 

Union United Kingdom and allied states imposed restrictions targeting financial institutions 

energy exports technology transfers and elite assets. These sanctions produced substantial 

economic disruption including inflation capital flight technological shortages and restrictions 

upon financial markets. Yet Russia adapted through increased trade with China expanded 

domestic production and alternative payment arrangements. Energy exports continued 

through non Western markets thereby limiting the overall coercive effect. 

The Russian case illustrates both the strengths and limitations of multilateral sanctions. 

Although coordination among Western states increased legitimacy and enforcement capacity 

the refusal of major economies such as China to participate created substantial opportunities 

for trade diversion and economic adaptation. Iran provides a different example where 

sanctions contributed to diplomatic negotiation rather than immediate capitulation. Extensive 

financial and oil sanctions imposed by the United States and European Union generated 

severe economic pressure and reduced Iranian oil revenues. Combined with diplomatic 

engagement these pressures contributed to negotiations resulting in the Joint Comprehensive 

Plan of Action in 2015. 

However the subsequent withdrawal of the United States from the agreement weakened 

international coordination and reduced confidence in negotiated sanction relief. Iran resumed 

aspects of its nuclear program while strengthening regional partnerships and domestic 

adaptation mechanisms. North Korea represents perhaps the clearest example of sanction 

resilience. Despite decades of sanctions targeting nuclear proliferation missile development 

and financial activity the regime continues to advance strategic weapons programs. Political 

                                                      
7 Pape supra note 3. 
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isolation centralized control and support from external actors such as China significantly 

reduce the effectiveness of external pressure. 

The North Korean case supports arguments advanced by Robert Pape and others that 

sanctions rarely compel policy change when target governments perceive existential security 

stakes. Instead sanctions may reinforce regime narratives regarding external hostility thereby 

strengthening internal political cohesion. Across these cases several common patterns 

emerge. First sanctions are most effective when integrated with credible diplomatic strategies 

rather than imposed as standalone punitive measures. Second multilateral coordination 

significantly enhances legitimacy and enforcement effectiveness. Third target state adaptation 

and third country cooperation substantially shape outcomes. Finally sanctions rarely produce 

immediate regime transformation but may influence long term strategic calculations signaling 

dynamics and institutional legitimacy. 

 

Policy Recommendations and Conclusion 

Trade sanctions remain among the most significant instruments of modern economic 

statecraft because they provide states with alternatives to direct military confrontation while 

preserving strategic leverage within international politics. Yet the evidence examined 

throughout this paper demonstrates that sanctions are neither universally successful nor 

entirely ineffective. Their outcomes vary according to political context economic 

interdependence institutional coordination legal legitimacy and the adaptive capacity of target 

states. 

One of the central findings of this paper is that sanctions should not be evaluated solely 

according to whether they immediately compel policy reversal. Such a narrow approach 

overlooks several important dimensions of sanction utility. Sanctions may constrain military 

capabilities disrupt financial networks deter future violations reinforce international norms 

and signal political commitment even when direct compliance is absent. Baldwin’s logic of 

choice framework therefore provides a more accurate and realistic method for evaluating 

sanctions because it situates them within broader foreign policy decision making rather than 

treating them as isolated coercive devices. 

The comparative analysis of Russia Iran and North Korea demonstrates that sanctions rarely 

function effectively as standalone measures. In all three cases sanctions generated economic 

disruption but failed to produce complete political capitulation. Russia adapted through trade 

diversion energy realignment and increased cooperation with non Western economies. Iran 

combined resistance with strategic negotiation eventually participating in the Joint 
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Comprehensive Plan of Action while simultaneously strengthening domestic adaptation 

mechanisms. North Korea continued pursuing nuclear development despite prolonged 

sanctions because regime survival and nuclear deterrence were treated as existential 

priorities. These examples reveal that sanctions are most effective when they are integrated 

with diplomacy credible negotiation frameworks and realistic political objectives. 

Excessively ambitious goals such as regime change are rarely achievable through economic 

pressure alone particularly against authoritarian states capable of suppressing dissent and 

redistributing economic burdens. Limited objectives such as restricting access to military 

technology reducing financial capacity or encouraging participation in negotiations are 

generally more attainable. 

The analysis also demonstrates the importance of economic structure and international 

interdependence. States occupying central positions within global financial and technological 

networks possess substantial coercive advantages. The dominance of the United States dollar 

global banking systems and Western financial institutions allows sender states to extend 

sanctions far beyond traditional trade restrictions. Financial sanctions asset freezes and 

banking exclusions have therefore become among the most powerful contemporary forms of 

economic coercion. 

However the same interconnected global economy that enables sanctions also facilitates 

adaptation and resistance. Trade diversion alternative payment systems sanctions busting 

networks and regional economic cooperation reduce the effectiveness of sanctions over time. 

Russia’s growing economic relations with China and India following Western sanctions 

illustrate how geopolitical realignment can offset economic pressure. Similarly Iran 

developed regional trade partnerships and domestic production mechanisms to reduce 

external vulnerability. 

Another major conclusion concerns the relationship between sanctions and international law. 

The expansion of sanctions regimes has created increasing tension between national security 

claims sovereign equality and commitments to global trade liberalization. The World Trade 

Organization framework particularly Article XXI of the General Agreement on Tariffs and 

Trade attempts to balance trade openness with national security concerns. Yet the growing use 

of unilateral sanctions risks undermining predictability within the international trading 

system. The legal controversies surrounding extraterritorial sanctions are especially 

significant. Secondary sanctions imposed by the United States upon third country firms 

conducting business with sanctioned entities extend domestic jurisdiction into international 

commercial relations. While such measures enhance enforcement capacity they also generate 
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diplomatic conflict and accusations of economic coercion against allies and neutral states. 

The European Union Blocking Statute represents an important attempt to resist 

extraterritorial overreach and protect European commercial sovereignty. 

Humanitarian considerations further complicate sanction policy. Comprehensive sanctions 

historically imposed devastating consequences upon civilian populations particularly in Iraq 

during the 1990s. These experiences contributed to the development of targeted sanctions 

focused upon political elites strategic sectors and financial assets. Although targeted sanctions 

are generally viewed as more humane they still generate indirect social and economic effects 

including inflation unemployment shortages and reduced access to essential services. 

Consequently humanitarian safeguards should become indispensable elements of sanctions 

policy. Humanitarian exemptions must be clear transparent and operationally effective rather 

than merely symbolic. Financial institutions and humanitarian organizations frequently avoid 

lawful transactions involving sanctioned states because of compliance fears and regulatory 

uncertainty. This phenomenon often described as overcompliance undermines humanitarian 

relief efforts and intensifies civilian hardship. 

The findings of this paper support several policy recommendations for improving sanction 

effectiveness legitimacy and ethical consistency. 

First policymakers should adopt objective specific sanction design. Sanctions intended to 

constrain military procurement require different implementation structures from sanctions 

intended to encourage diplomatic negotiations or reinforce normative condemnation. Clearly 

defined goals improve strategic coherence and allow more accurate evaluation of outcomes. 

Second sanctions should prioritize multilateral coordination whenever possible. Multilateral 

sanctions reduce opportunities for evasion increase political legitimacy and distribute 

economic burdens more equitably among sender states. United Nations authorization remains 

particularly important because it provides legal legitimacy and broad international support. 

Third sanctions regimes should include clearly articulated exit conditions. Targets are more 

likely to modify behavior when pathways toward sanction relief are transparent credible and 

politically attainable. Open ended sanctions without realistic conditions for removal may 

encourage long term resistance rather than cooperation. 

Fourth governments should strengthen humanitarian protection mechanisms. Efficient 

licensing procedures protected banking channels and institutional monitoring systems are 

necessary to ensure that civilians retain access to food medicine and essential humanitarian 

assistance. Humanitarian safeguards should be treated as core legal obligations rather than 

discretionary exceptions. 
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Fifth sanctions policy should incorporate periodic review mechanisms evaluating both 

intended and unintended consequences. Many sanctions remain in force long after their 

strategic rationale has weakened because domestic political incentives and institutional inertia 

discourage policy reversal. Regular assessment would improve accountability and policy 

flexibility. 

Finally sanctions should be integrated within broader diplomatic strategies. Economic 

coercion alone rarely resolves complex geopolitical disputes. Sustainable outcomes generally 

require negotiation security guarantees institutional engagement and long term political 

compromise. Sanctions can create leverage and signaling value but they are rarely substitutes 

for diplomacy itself. 

This paper ultimately supports a multidimensional understanding of sanctions effectiveness. 

Trade sanctions can generate substantial economic and political pressure particularly when 

coordinated multilaterally and supported by institutional legitimacy. They may deter 

aggression constrain access to resources and reinforce international norms. Yet they also 

produce market fragmentation humanitarian costs and adaptive resistance. 

The central insight derived from Baldwin’s logic of choice is therefore that sanctions should 

be assessed comparatively rather than absolutely. The relevant question is not whether 

sanctions always succeed but whether under particular circumstances they represent the most 

rational legitimate and strategically beneficial option available to policymakers. 

In an increasingly interconnected global economy sanctions will likely remain prominent 

tools of international governance and geopolitical competition. Their future effectiveness will 

depend upon the ability of states and international institutions to balance coercive objectives 

with legal legitimacy humanitarian responsibility and long term stability within the 

international economic system. 
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