Imposition of sanctions: A game theory analysis
Soumojit Mukherjee
Ph.D Student
National Research Nuclear University, MEPhI
Soumojitmukherjee007@gmail.com
Economic sanctions have become a primary tool for countries seeking to enforce international norms and deter perceived violations of international law. The increasing frequency and scope of unilateral sanctions [1][2], particularly by the United States, the European Union, and other Western nations, highlight the necessity of a strategic framework to analyse their effectiveness. This paper employs game theory, particularly the repeated sanctions game, to assess the strategic decision-making of both the sanctioning and the sanctioned states.
Two models are examined: a single-interaction game with no future expectations and a repeated game with long-term consequences. The single-interaction model results in a Nash equilibrium where the sanctioned state transgresses, and the sanctioning state refrains from imposing sanctions due to immediate costs outweighing short-term benefits. However, this fails to explain real-world behaviours, where sanctions are often applied despite their economic drawbacks. The repeated game model incorporates future costs and benefits, revealing a subgame perfect equilibrium where rational states impose sanctions to establish a credible deterrence. This model suggests that the perceived necessity of sanctions stems from their role in shaping future interactions rather than their immediate impact.
Empirical comparisons with data from the Global Sanctions Database (GSD) [4] provide insights into the extent to which theoretical assumptions align with real-world sanctions outcomes. While there is significant convergence between theory and practice in terms of strategic deterrence, divergences arise due to factors such as political pressure, diplomatic constraints, and economic interdependencies. The analysis also highlights unintended consequences of sanctions, including economic retaliation, trade realignments, and strategic adaptation by sanctioned states [3].
The findings indicate that while sanctions are a necessary instrument for maintaining international order, their effectiveness depends on the ability to sustain credible commitments and minimize collateral economic and political damage. The paper concludes that game theory provides a robust framework for understanding sanction dynamics, though additional refinements incorporating asymmetric information and multi-actor decision-making would enhance predictive accuracy. 
Literature
1. Filipenko A., Bazhenova O., Stakanov R. Economic sanctions: theory, policy, mechanisms //Baltic Journal of Economic Studies. – 2020. – Т. 6. – №. 2. – С. 69-80.
2. Subedi S. P. (ed.). Unilateral sanctions in international law. – Bloomsbury Publishing, 2021.
3. Yakoviyk I., Novikov Y. International Economic Sanctions. Part 1. History and Theory //Theory and practice of jurisprudence. – 2024. – Т. 1. – №. 25). – С. 153-173.
4. Yalcin E. et al. The Global Sanctions Data Base-Release 4: The Heterogeneous Effects of the Sanctions on Russia. – WIFO Working Papers, 2024. – №. 681.
