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KEY POINTS 
 

1. The United States’ false security promises to Ukraine over the past two decades increased Kyiv’s risk 
tolerance, helping to provoke and prolong the Ukraine war. This is a classic example of moral hazard. 

2. Before the Russian invasion, the U.S. pledge to make Ukraine a NATO member, its continuing 
support despite Ukraine’s failure to implement the Minsk accords, and its increasing armament and 
operational integration with Ukraine all inflamed Russian security concerns while giving Ukraine false 
hope of protection. 

3. After Russia’s initial assault on Ukraine was blunted, Ukraine and Russia were close to negotiating 
an end to the conflict. The United States encouraged Ukraine that they could get a better outcome if 
they continued fighting and grew ever more integrated into Ukrainian war-planning.  

4. As the war settled into a stalemate, the United States enabled Ukraine with arms and intelligence 
support as it made a series of ill-advised and costly offensives. This made Ukraine’s situation even 
more desperate and produced gambits that risked drawing the U.S. into the conflict. 

5. Had the United States not made these false security commitments, Ukraine would likely have 
avoided the heavy losses of life, territory, and wealth the war has entailed. This tragic experience 
offers sharp lessons to U.S. policymakers about the perils of making reckless pledges of support to 
countries they are ultimately unwilling to defend. 

 

U.S. SECURITY RELATIONSHIPS AND MORAL 
HAZARD 
 
Moral hazard is a recurring feature of the United States’ relationship with many of its allies and security 
partners. Since security dependents can pass their burden for defense onto the United States, and because 
the United States is especially powerful, it creates an incentive for dependents to act less prudently toward 
adversaries in their own backyard. These actions might include negligence—failing to mobilize the means to 
independently defend oneself, as in the case of Taiwan, Europe, or Japan—or recklessness—taking 
provocative actions or failing to conciliate neighbors, as in the case of Israel, Taiwan (again), or, indeed, 
Ukraine. 
 
These relationships can expose the United States to risks that are out of balance with the interests it has at 
stake—particularly when it makes unconditional commitments to another state’s security or substitutes 
another state’s definition of security interests for its own—while also leaving the dependent country in the 
lurch. 
 
The security relationship between the United States and Ukraine before and during the latter’s war with 
Russia has been an acute case of moral hazard in U.S. foreign policy. Washington’s false promises to protect 
Ukraine distorted Kyiv’s decision-making with regard to the threat posed by Russia, creating unnecessary 
risks for the United States while exposing Ukraine to enormous destruction. 
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This paper will start with an overview of moral hazard and reckless driving in general and as they apply to 
Ukraine. It will then demonstrate how Washington, starting with NATO’s 2008 Bucharest summit, has fed 
Ukraine false hope of protection from Russia, encouraging or enabling Kyiv to make misguided decisions up 
to and including in the present war. The conclusion it draws is that neither the United States nor its partners 
benefit from phony security promises; on the contrary, such promises put both the U.S. and its partners at 
great peril while obviating the need to forge political compromises with rivals, even when unsavory. 
 

MORAL HAZARD AND RECKLESS DRIVING 
 
“Moral hazard” is an economic term borrowed from the insurance industry. It refers, essentially, to a 
perverse incentive structure, whereby an actor’s decisions and behavior are distorted when they know they 
are insured by a third party. As economist Paul Krugman says, “[e]ventually the term came to refer to any 
situation in which one person makes the decision about how much risk to take, while someone else bears 
the cost if things go badly.”1 
 
Political scientist Barry Posen has applied a similar concept called “reckless driving” to describe the 
perverse incentives facing allies or protectorates of the United States in their relations with others.2 If a state 
is confident that it will be protected by Uncle Sam if it gets into trouble with a more powerful neighbor, it may 
act more provocatively—or simply less prudently or accommodatingly—than it would were it alone responsible 
for its own security. 
 
Though the general pattern of the U.S.-Ukraine security relationship reflects the logic of moral hazard, it has, 
in some ways, actually been worse, i.e. less rational, than the term suggests. For example, moral hazard 
usually assumes the insurer will pay to cover risk on behalf of the other party. Yet while the United States 
has certainly helped Ukraine with military and financial support, it has become clear that Washington is 
unwilling to take on too much risk for Ukraine and will therefore avoid directly fighting on its behalf. As 
outgoing President Barack Obama acknowledged in 2016: 
 

The fact is that Ukraine, which is a non-NATO country, is going to be vulnerable to military domination 
by Russia no matter what we do… this is an example of where we have to be very clear about what 
our core interests are and what we are willing to go to war for.3 

 
Even after the United States increased its involvement in Ukraine following the Russian invasion in 2022, it 
has avoided direct intervention in the war to defend Ukraine when its existence is imperiled by Russia. As the 
guarantor of NATO, this makes the United States’ pledge to bring Ukraine into the alliance, and the risks it 
has been willing to run against Russia ever since, particularly vexing. It also raises the question of why 
Washington does not abandon commitments it has demonstrated it has no intention of keeping. The clear 
asymmetry of interests between the United States and Russia over Ukraine renders any insurance 
Washington might offer to Kyiv blatantly non-credible.4 
 
Moral hazard also usually assumes that the principal actor is confident enough in the insurer’s guarantee to 
act less risk-averse than it otherwise would. But given Washington’s clear determination to avoid bearing the 
final burden of ensuring Ukraine’s security and therefore its—predictable and logical—refusal to make good 
on its promises, Ukraine had little reason to be confident that Western pledges would ever be honored. 
 
Were Kyiv’s decision-makers sober in acknowledging this fact, their behavior would most likely have been 
different. By virtue of its geography and the local balance of power, Ukraine would have had to swallow the 
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bitter pill of modifying its foreign policy to assuage Russian concerns. Instead, Kyiv based its decisions in 
wishful thinking, choosing to believe that the West could be induced, in the fullness of time, to make good on 
its hollow promises. 
 
There were understandable reasons for Ukrainians to fall into the trap of believing what they wanted to be 
the case. To many Ukrainians, the West seemed a more attractive economic, political, and cultural model 
than remaining in a Russian sphere of influence. Moreover, pre-existing Ukrainian nationalism and the 
hatred of Russia stoked by the war make it difficult for any Ukrainian leader to forge a compromise with 
Putin and Moscow. The result, however, has been that Washington has encouraged an all-too-willing Ukraine 
to believe that it will ultimately have the full backing of NATO against Russia, when in reality they have been 
drawn into a disastrous war the United States, despite all its aid, cannot and will not rescue them from. 
 
Hoping to force Washington to make good on its pledges, Kyiv has repeatedly taken actions since 2022 that 
have threatened to draw the United States and NATO more directly into the war, making the “reckless 
driving” problem more acute. These include Kyiv’s demands for a “no-fly zone,” use of U.S.-supplied 
weapons inside Russian territory, and attacks on Russian early-warning nuclear systems, as discussed later 
in this paper. 
 
While the United States has sought to maintain a barrier between itself and direct engagement in the war, it 
has also been deeply integrated behind the scenes into battle-planning and targeting while providing most of 
the weaponry used by Ukraine. Yet while at times the conflict has appeared like a NATO war fought with 
Ukrainian troops, the United States has little at stake and could back out at little cost. Ukraine cannot, and 
as a result has been left holding the bag. 
 

PRELUDE TO THE UKRAINE CRISIS 
 

THE 2008 NATO PLEDGE AND THE RUSSO-GEORGIAN WAR 
 
The origins of the Ukraine war can be traced back at least to the NATO summit in Bucharest in 2008, when 
the United States, against the objections of France and Germany, pushed for a declaration that Ukraine and 
Georgia would eventually become members of the alliance. By pledging to become the patron of Ukraine and 
Georgia, the United States distorted both countries’ decisions—making them more risk-acceptant than they 
would otherwise be—while also provoking Russia. 
 
High-ranking members of the Bush administration knew this was a bridge too far, but the initiative continued 
anyway. As Secretary of Defense Robert Gates later stated: 
 

Trying to bring Georgia and Ukraine into NATO was truly overreaching…. Were the Europeans, much 
less the Americans, willing to send their sons and daughters to defend Ukraine or Georgia? Hardly. 
So NATO expansion was a political act, not a carefully considered military commitment, thus 
undermining the purpose of the alliance and recklessly ignoring what the Russians considered their 
own vital national interests.5 

 
Ambassador to Russia William Burns—later CIA director during the Biden administration and the first years of 
the Ukraine war—said in a memo at the time: 
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Ukrainian entry into NATO is the brightest of all red lines for the Russian elite (not just Putin). In more 
than two and a half years of conversations with key Russian players, from knuckle-draggers in the 
dark recesses of the Kremlin to Putin’s sharpest liberal critics, I have yet to find anyone who views 
Ukraine in NATO as anything other than a direct challenge to Russian interests.6 

 
Burns also cabled Washington to say: 
 

Experts tell us that Russia is particularly worried that the strong divisions in Ukraine over NATO 
membership, with much of the ethnic-Russian community against membership, could lead to a major 
split, involving violence or at worst, civil war. In that eventuality, Russia would have to decide whether 
to intervene; a decision Russia does not want to have to face.7 

 
For his part, Russian President Vladimir Putin, attending the NATO summit, reportedly warned Western 
leaders: “If Ukraine joins NATO, it will do so without Crimea and the eastern regions.”8 
 
Only four months after it was declared at Bucharest that Ukraine and Georgia would join NATO, the 2008 
Russo-Georgian War offered a striking precedent for the moral hazard problem which later would fuel the 
Ukraine conflict. The Western-friendly Georgian President Mikheil Saakashvili provoked a foolish 
confrontation with Russia over the separatist enclaves of South Ossetia and Abkhazia, apparently believing 
the United States and NATO would back him up.9 Russia had been seeking a pretext to make an example of 
Georgia in the wake of the Bucharest pledge by NATO and the United States’ backing of Kosovar 
independence. Gates later said, “[t]he Russians had baited a trap, and the impetuous Saakashvili walked 
right into it.”10 
 
In August 2008, Saakashvili launched an artillery assault on the South Ossetian capital Tskhinvali, providing 
the Russians the pretext they’d been preparing for.11 As a result, the Russians steamrolled the Georgians 
and came within 40 miles of the capital Tbilisi. Georgia effectively surrendered and Moscow declared the 
independence of the enclaves under Russian protection, citing the recent precedent set by NATO earlier that 
year in Kosovo and revenging what the Kremlin saw as yet another Western overreach.12 
 
Needless to say, the United States did not fight a war with Russia in 2008 to defend Georgia, demonstrating 
that the pledge to do so only months before was predictably hollow. This outcome presumably was part of 
the point the Russians were trying to make. Since 2008, Georgia’s path to NATO membership has been 
stalled, while Tbilisi has increasingly sought to conciliate Moscow.13 
 
The Russo-Georgian War should have been a cautionary tale to both Washington about Russia’s red lines 
and Kyiv about the United States’ unwillingness to risk a war with Russia over, at best, peripheral interests. 
The parallels with Russia’s later conflict with Ukraine over the separatist oblasts of Donetsk and Luhansk are 
particularly stark. As Gates put it, “plainly the Russians were… sending a warning to other governments in 
Central Asia (and Ukraine) about the risks of trying to integrate with NATO.”14 
 
The false confidence instilled in Georgia by the Bucharest pledge was a clear case of moral hazard. That it 
led them to defeat should have ended NATO’s courtship of Ukraine and Kyiv’s confidence in NATO. 
Unfortunately, this did not happen. As discussed below, the 2014 seizure of Crimea, the 2022 invasion of 
Ukraine, and Russia’s absorption of the breakaway oblasts of Donetsk and Luhansk are all direct echoes of 
the 2008 Georgia war and the moral hazard engendered by false U.S. promises. 
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FROM MAIDAN TO MINSK: FAILURE TO RESOLVE A CRISIS 
 
The Maidan revolution in 2013–4 turned the potential crisis caused in 2008 by the Bucharest pledge into a 
reality for Ukraine. The prospect of the new Ukrainian government’s economic and security integration with 
the West was front and center in the revolution itself, the subsequent Russian response, and the Minsk deal 
agreed to by Moscow and Kyiv—which was never implemented. By gradually increasing its military support 
for Ukraine over the subsequent years without encouraging Kyiv to implement the Minsk Accords, the United 
States and its allies allowed Ukraine to believe that a better military solution would be forthcoming. This 
ultimately set the conditions for the Russian invasion of Ukraine in 2022. 
 
In late 2013, protests erupted in Ukraine against President Yanukovych’s withdrawal—under Russian 
pressure—from an association agreement with the EU. While the protestors who descended on Maidan 
wanted Ukraine to integrate with the West, the country as a whole, according to polling by the Kyiv 
International Institute of Sociology, was evenly divided on whether Ukraine should align more with the EU or 
Russia, with opinion split largely between the eastern and western regions.15 The United States was 
considerably involved in supporting the Euromaidan movement, providing diplomatic and financial backing 
to the opposition.16 While the Maidan events were catalyzed by Ukraine’s attempt to integrate into the EU—
not NATO—the association agreement contained unmistakable security provisions, stipulating “convergence 
on foreign and security matters with the aim of Ukraine’s ever-deeper involvement in the European security 
area.”17 
 
In a series of much-contested events, Yanukovich was forced out of power and into exile in February 2014. 
For Russia, the prospect of a new government in Kyiv intent on joining the EU and NATO—and taking the key 
Russian naval base at Sevastopol with it—was like waving a red flag in front of a bull. Days after Yanukovich 
was pushed out, Russian troops from Sevastopol occupied Crimea. Meanwhile, counterprotests in the 
eastern and southern regions of Ukraine that had supported Yanukovich were suppressed by the new 
government in Kyiv, leading to a civil war between the government and separatist forces.18 The separatists 
held referendums for independence in Donetsk and Luhansk, which neither Ukraine nor Russia agreed to 
recognize.19 
 
With unofficial Russian support, the separatists had badly defeated Ukrainian forces by the beginning of 
2015, forcing Ukrainian President Poroshenko to agree to the second Minsk agreement with Russia, 
sponsored by France and Germany.20 Minsk II would have maintained Donetsk and Luhansk within Ukraine 
and given Kyiv back control over its eastern border, in exchange for greater autonomy and representation for 
the eastern regions within a federal, rather than unitary, Ukrainian state. For the Russians, this also served 
as a de facto veto against Ukrainian entry into NATO given the political representation the east of the country 
would gain.21 
 
Minsk II was never implemented either, however, leaving the crisis unresolved and sustaining the conditions 
leading to the 2022 Russian invasion. Within Ukraine, implementation of Minsk would have put leaders in 
Kyiv in the crosshairs of an empowered paramilitary far-right and might have provoked another upheaval. For 
example, when Poroshenko seemed to be moving ahead with a bill granting the Donbas more autonomy in 
2015, violent far-right protests killed three and injured 140.22 During the rest of his term, Poroshenko 
effectively slow-walked implementation of Minsk while holding out for future Western support.23 In 2019, 
months before Poroshenko left office, the Ukrainian Rada inserted its intention to join NATO into the 
country’s constitution.24 
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UKRAINE’S TERRITORIAL LOSSES AT PRESENT 

 
NATO's attempts since 2008 to incorporate Ukraine have been detrimental to Ukraine's security and sovereignty, leading 

to Russia’s annexation of Crimea in 2014 and invasion of Ukraine in 2022. 
 
After Volodymyr Zelensky was elected with over 70 percent of the vote in 2019 on a platform of making 
peace with Russia, he too was obstructed and threatened by internal paramilitaries not to implement 
provisions of the deal that would have disengaged forces, held local elections, and given amnesty to 
separatists.25 Like Poroshenko, Zelensky shifted his position, refusing to proceed with Ukraine’s obligations 
under the agreement until Russia withdrew and Ukraine regained control of its border, shifting the order of 
the deal’s provisions and effectively halting its progress.26 Only a month before the Russian invasion, Oleksiy 
Danilov, the Ukrainian secretary of the National Security and Defense Council, said that the “fulfillment of 
the Minsk agreement means the country’s destruction” and that “it could lead to a very difficult internal 
situation.”27 
 
Yet even without Ukraine’s internal dynamics, there are doubts about whether the deal was ever intended to 
be implemented in the first place by Ukrainian leaders or their Western backers.28 After Russia’s 2022 
invasion was blunted, the three non-Russian signatories to Minsk—Poroshenko, former German Chancellor 
Angela Merkel, and former French President Francois Hollande—all claimed that the purpose of Minsk was to 
buy time for Ukraine to rebuild and rearm, not to resolve the conflict on the terms agreed with Moscow.29 
 
While this may be a case of leaders rewriting history to appear less deferential to Russia, the fact remains 
that the failure of Kyiv and its Western backers to follow through on Minsk II meant the sources of the 
conflict would continue to fester. The U.S. and its allies, which imposed hundreds of sanctions designations 
after 2014, claimed sanctions would remain in place until Russia implemented its side of the Minsk deal.30 
But since Russia’s implementation was codependent on Ukraine’s implementation, continuing support for 
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Ukraine while sustaining pressure on Russia meant the U.S. and Europe were effectively enabling Ukraine to 
avoid a resolution of the crisis. 
 

LEAD-UP TO WAR: INCREASING U.S. SECURITY TIES WITH 
UKRAINE  
 
In late 2017, the Trump administration began approving arms shipments to Ukraine, which the Obama 
administration had previously ruled out.31 The arms increased Ukraine’s capabilities and cemented new 
security bonds with Washington—causing alarm in Moscow—even as Kyiv avoided a political settlement of 
the conflict. This gave Ukraine new false hope for a military solution in the future that deepened moral 
hazard. 
 
Despite Trump’s supply of arms to Ukraine, the “Russiagate” affair turned Ukraine into a defining partisan 
issue in the United States, with Trump painted by Democrats as being suspiciously soft on Russia and 
insufficiently supportive of Ukraine. Democrats, meanwhile, increasingly identified the Kremlin as the central 
locus of both domestic and foreign dangers.32 Trump’s first impeachment was not simply prosecuted over 
the constitutional and legal issues raised by threatening to halt congressionally appropriated aid to Ukraine 
in order to target a domestic political rival; it was also advanced on the grounds that Trump had betrayed 
U.S. interests and values.33 As House Intelligence Chairman Adam Schiff said during the impeachment 
proceedings, “The United States aids Ukraine and her people so that they can fight Russia over there, and 
we don’t have to fight Russia here.”34 
 
As a result of the increasingly partisan nature of the Ukraine issue, incoming President Joe Biden made clear 
upon his election at the end of 2020 that he would distinguish himself from his predecessor by increasing 
U.S. support for Ukraine and adopting a more confrontational attitude toward Putin.35 
 
Kyiv clearly saw Biden’s election as an opportunity to cement the U.S.-Ukraine security relationship. 
Zelensky, elected nearly two years before as the peace candidate, called shortly after Biden’s inauguration in 
2021 for Ukraine to be admitted into NATO and was echoed two weeks later by his foreign minister.36 Days 
later, in a move that then-Ukrainian National Security Advisor Oleksandr Danyliuk said was “conceived as a 
welcome gift to the Biden Administration” and “calculated to fit in with the U.S. agenda,” Zelensky 
sanctioned Viktor Medvedchuk, the leader of a pro-Russian party leading in the Ukrainian polls and a close 
personal friend of Putin.37 In March, Zelensky released a defense strategy that emphasized the recapture of 
Crimea.38 
 
That spring, Russia began a military build-up on Ukraine’s border, nominally for military exercises but which 
continued after the exercises had concluded. As the build-up increased through 2021, the U.S. and NATO 
undertook a number of initiatives to increase their security integration with Ukraine. These included a 
reiteration at that year’s NATO summit of the 2008 Bucharest pledge with the additional mention of a 
“membership action plan” and the announcement and signing of a U.S.-Ukraine “strategic partnership.”39 
 
NATO and Ukraine also held a series of joint military exercises that summer which signaled to Moscow that 
even in the absence of formal NATO membership, the alliance was increasingly integrating Ukraine into the 
“Euro-Atlantic” security architecture.40 In July, NATO and Ukraine held their most ambitious iteration of 
“Operation Sea Breeze,” joint naval and amphibious exercises held for decades in the Black Sea, and which 
had escalated in scale and intensity since 2014.41 The “Sea Breeze” exercises in July 2021 included 
“amphibious warfare, land maneuver warfare, diving operations, maritime interdiction operations, air 
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defense, special operations integration, anti-submarine warfare, and search and rescue operations.”42 
Russia responded with live-fire exercises.43 In September, NATO and Ukraine participated in “Rapid Trident,” 
a NATO exercise inside Ukraine designed to “enhance interoperability” and validate NATO training of 
Ukrainian forces.44 
 
As alarm grew in the West that the Russian build-up was preparing for a winter attack on eastern Ukraine, 
Russia provided the United States with two draft treaties expressing a set of demands to resolve escalating 
NATO-Russia tensions. The draft treaties called for Washington to halt any further eastward expansion of 
NATO—most obviously to Ukraine—and to remove forces from NATO’s eastern flank in a return to the 1997–
2014 status quo.45 U.S. principals later made clear that they did not regard the proposals seriously and were 
unwilling to compromise on NATO’s “open door” policy, instead offering “trust-building measures” well short 
of the Russian ultimatums.46 The talks held in January 2022 fell apart, and the next month Russia 
recognized the Donetsk and Luhansk separatist republics and invaded Ukraine. 
 
From 2008 to 2022, the United States and its European allies repeatedly pushed Ukraine in a direction they 
knew would goad Russia while emboldening Ukraine’s leaders to avoid compromise and hold out for 
Western rescue. Unfortunately, this pattern of moral hazard not only continued after Russia’s invasion, the 
invasion itself served as a confirmation in the minds of many U.S. policymakers that their earlier errors had 
been wise all along. 
 

DISMISSING OFFRAMPS 
  

THE ISTANBUL TALKS 
 
Soon after Ukraine’s successful initial defense against the Russian invasion, both sides met for peace talks 
that initially seemed promising. Whether or not Western leaders actively discouraged Kyiv from accepting a 
deal in early 2022, as some allege, what is harder to dispute is that continued U.S. military support 
convinced Zelensky that an alternative military option existed: victory over Russia. Absent this 
encouragement from the U.S. and its European allies, Ukraine would have been more likely to finalize a deal 
with Russia that would have preserved its sovereignty and avoided greater destruction in exchange for 
declaring its neutrality. 
 
While many expected that Russian forces would swiftly overrun Ukraine, the first weeks of the war were 
stunning in their demonstration of Ukrainians’ resilience and the Russian military’s dysfunction.47 By March, 
the initial Russian invasion had stalled. Unable to score a quick and decisive blow, Putin was now faced with 
the prospect of a long, costly, and potentially unpopular war in the face of unprecedented Western sanctions 
and growing military resistance. The Ukrainians, meanwhile, were eager to end the destruction on their own 
soil. This provided some common interest between Kyiv and Moscow for a quick settlement. 
 
According to the draft treaties reportedly presented during the talks, Ukraine would have to agree to formal 
neutrality, probable territorial concessions, certain domestic measures banning far-right political activities 
inside Ukraine, and limitations to the size of its military, in exchange for multilateral security guarantees from 
the West and Russia, and an open path to eventual EU membership. As revealed later, by April, both sides 
seemed very close to an agreement that, if implemented, would have ended the war, saving countless lives 
and avoiding Ukraine’s dismemberment.48 
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The failure to reach an agreement in April 2022 has spawned considerable debate. Some allege that leaders 
from the U.S. and UK scuttled the talks by promising Ukraine that Russia could be defeated outright with 
increased Western military support.49 These accusations seemed to be affirmed by Defense Secretary Lloyd 
Austin’s remarks at the end of April 2022, which defined the United States’ goal as not just defending 
Ukraine but “weakening” Russia: 
 

We want to see Russia weakened to the degree that it can’t do the kinds of things that it has done in 
invading Ukraine… [I]t has already lost a lot of military capability, and a lot of its troops… And we 
want to see them not have the capability to very quickly reproduce that capability.50 

 
A more nuanced view is that while Western leaders were reluctant to sign onto a deal that could be seen as 
rewarding Russia for its aggression, they were also pushing on an open door by encouraging Ukraine to keep 
fighting rather make peace. Ukrainians had been emboldened by their successful defense of their capital, 
were outraged by simultaneous revelations of atrocities committed by Russian troops in Bucha and Irpin, 
had become less willing to make concessions to Moscow, and were, needless to say, less trusting of 
Russia’s future intentions.51 Western leaders may have needed to apply pressure to get Kyiv to sign a deal, 
and refrained from doing so, rather than twisting their arm to walk away from the talks. 
 
At the least, one could say that continuing the war was the path of least resistance for the West. The 
alternatives were either a deal that would be seen as “giving Putin a win,” or one which would formally 
demand the U.S. provide guarantees to Ukraine that would obligate it—in terms more explicit than those 
even of NATO’s Article 5 guarantee—to fight Russia should the latter attack Ukraine again.52 
 

UKRAINE'S GDP AND POPULATION OVER TIME 

 
The war with Russia has cratered the Ukrainian economy to a level near its post-Soviet nadir while Ukraine has also 

undergone an unprecedented population collapse. 
 
Regardless of whether the West decisively pressured Kyiv not to make a deal with Russia in the spring of 
2022, Ukraine’s expectation of continued Western military support likely encouraged its decision to keep 
fighting—an example of moral hazard. During this period, calls for a negotiated settlement were widely met 
with accusations of “appeasement,” and the slogan “nothing about Ukraine without Ukraine” became a 
constant refrain among Biden administration officials.53 This amounted to saying “we’ll keep providing aid to 
Ukraine as long as they want to fight.” It also effectively meant that the United States would not make any 
agreement with Russia with consequences for Ukraine—even if those consequences were ultimately to 
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Ukraine’s benefit by ending the war, or to the benefit of the United States by reducing its exposure to risk. 
Moreover, given the draft treaties issued before the war, there were issues outside Ukraine’s control that 
had to be resolved between the United States and Russia and which affected states beyond Ukraine—for 
example, the posture of NATO forces on the alliance’s eastern flank. By refusing to engage in diplomacy with 
its adversary, the United States was essentially locking Ukraine into a perpetual conflict. 
 

THE KHARKIV-KHERSON COUNTEROFFENSIVES 
 
For many in Kyiv, Washington, and other Western capitals, Ukraine’s successful—albeit limited—fall 2022 
counteroffensive confirmed that military support for Ukraine was paying off, and that with enough help 
Ukraine could win a decisive victory over Russia. Yet the 2022 counteroffensive proved to be the apex of 
Ukraine’s bargaining power. By forgoing that opportunity and continuing the war with complete dependence 
on the U.S., Ukraine’s prospects have since only grown worse. 
 
During the summer of 2022, the war seemed to have settled into a stalemate. Yet in September, Ukraine 
again exceeded expectations by forcing the Russians to retreat from parts of Kharkiv and Kherson oblasts.54 
Many commentators throughout the West interpreted the counteroffensive as proof that Ukraine, with the 
right weaponry, could push back the Russians and retake their lost territory.55 
 
In response, Putin declared the annexation of Donetsk, Luhansk, Zaporizhzhia, and Kherson oblasts—none 
of which Russia entirely controlled—and called for Kyiv to negotiate an end to the war.56 In an exercise of 
rhetorical boat-burning, Zelensky signed an order banning negotiations with Putin in response to the 
annexation.57 
 
Sensing that the counteroffensive had given Ukraine a strong hand for the moment amidst an otherwise 
unfavorable war of attrition, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs Mark Milley repeatedly suggested in November 
2022 that the time had come to negotiate a peace deal.58 The Biden administration rushed to walk back 
Milley’s public remarks, returning to the “nothing without Ukraine” mantra.59 
 
Milley’s comments—vindicated in time—were derided amidst the euphoria of the moment. Supporters of 
Ukraine in the West argued that a ceasefire would only benefit Russia and that instead the pressure should 
be kept up, more weapons sent, more red lines tested, and another ambitious counteroffensive prepared—
including the retaking of Crimea.60 
 
This stance presented a contradiction regarding Western aid. When Ukraine looked like it was at a 
disadvantage, calls for Western aid grew to prevent a Russian victory, and negotiations could only be 
pursued if Ukraine had a strong hand. If Ukraine had the wind at its back, calls for aid grew to help them 
keep up the momentum, negotiations were seen as helping Russia regain its footing, and the war goal 
shifted to the maximalist objective of retaking lost territory. Merely defending the territory that Ukrainian 
forces held was frequently equated with appeasement, countered in much of the foreign policy discourse by 
calls for what in the Cold War would have been called “rollback.” 
 
The effect of the counteroffensive in the West was to suppress skepticism about Ukraine’s chances of a full 
victory. Congress passed a $12 billion aid package in September 2022 and a $47 billion aid package at the 
end of that year, at that point the largest of the war.61 
 
This episode likely also impressed on Ukraine that in order to maintain Western enthusiasm, and thereby the 
aid which was keeping the country and war going, they would need to continue pursuing dramatic offensive 



THE ROLE OF MORAL HAZARD 
IN THE UKRAINE WAR 

11 DEFP.ORG / @DEFPRIORITIES  

gambits of the kind that had paid off in fall 2022. That lesson proved toxic, subsequently producing military 
decisions that were counterproductive to both Western support and Ukraine’s ability to defend the existing 
frontlines. 
 

ENABLING UKRAINIAN OVERREACH 
 

BAKHMUT AND THE 2023 COUNTEROFFENSIVE 
 
By feeding Ukraine’s false hopes and providing continued support for doomed offensives rather than 
encouraging Kyiv to capitalize on their victories, focus on defense, and make a deal—as Milley had urged—
Washington helped accelerate Ukraine’s devastation. After Kharkiv and Kherson, Ukraine made a number of 
consequential—and predictable—mistakes that would prove costly. Unwilling to make diplomatic concessions 
or fully embrace the defensive advantages to offset Russian superiority in troops and ammunition, Kyiv 
instead went on offense to galvanize continued Western support and demoralize the Russian war effort. 
 
Despite disagreements among his commanders, Zelensky fed enormous numbers of Ukrainian troops into 
the city of Bakhmut to defend it from attacking Russian forces from late 2022 into 2023.62 While reliable 
casualty figures are unavailable, both sides undoubtedly lost tens of thousands of personnel in what was 
likely the bloodiest battle in Europe since World War II.63 Zelensky seems to have believed that despite 
lacking any intrinsic strategic value, Bakhmut would be a decisive battle for morale on both sides, and the 
city could be turned into a meat grinder for the Russians to wear down their numbers.64 This proved to be 
misguided, as the intense urban and trench warfare at Bakhmut consumed far more troops than the 
Ukrainians could afford to lose, particularly given their recruitment problems. 
 
In the aftermath of their retreat in Kharkiv and Kherson, the Russians mobilized an additional 300,000 
reservists and spent the winter reconsolidating defenses in-depth along the frontlines.65 Planning was 
already underway for a spring counteroffensive by Ukraine, seeking again to push back Russian forces in the 
east of the country. Expectations for the counteroffensive were inflated in the West, with many expressing 
expectations of a rout of Russian forces.66 These hopes were quickly disappointed, however, as Ukraine’s 
attempts at advancing were halted by dense Russian defenses along the frontlines.67 
 
Much of the commentary on the failure of the 2023 counteroffensive has emphasized the disagreements 
between U.S. and Ukrainian commanders, or has blamed the Ukrainians for reverting to “Soviet-style” 
tactics.68 U.S. generals, deeply integrated into Ukraine’s war-planning, were pushing for Ukraine to 
concentrate its advance on the southern city of Melitopol in order to sever the Russian land bridge to 
Crimea, a plan which Zaluzhny had pushed for in 2022. Ukraine, however, changed the plan by diverting 
forces to Bakhmut and Luhansk, hoping to spread Russian defenders thin but instead weakening their own 
offensive.69 U.S. support for Israel’s war in Gaza after the October 7 attack meant that stockpiles of U.S. 
ammunition for Ukraine were also becoming increasingly stretched.70 
 
But these issues distract from the larger problem: that launching a counteroffensive in the first place made 
little military sense given Ukraine’s position. Some U.S. and Ukrainian leaders must have thought, either 
from exuberance or desperation, that a decisive offensive blow could rupture what would otherwise be a war 
of attrition that was unfavorable to a less populous and armed Ukraine.71 But the main driver of the ill-
advised counteroffensive was likely Biden and Zelensky’s desire to stage another dramatic victory that could 
justify continued Western support and keep the war going, without asking difficult questions about how it 
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would likely end.72 Whether or not the Ukrainians had adhered more closely to Washington’s strategy was 
irrelevant, since the odds of successfully retaking—let alone holding—Crimea were virtually nil. 
 
By November, Ukrainian Commander-in-Chief Valery Zaluzhny stated that the counteroffensive had 
effectively failed and the war had become a “stalemate.”73 Zaluzhny’s continuing pessimistic public 
statements, likely along with his increasing political popularity within Ukraine, led to his dismissal as 
commander-in-chief in early 2024 in favor of Oleksandr Syrsky, the architect of the failed Bakhmut 
campaign.74 The change in personnel yet again reflected how Ukrainian decision-making was distorted by 
false hopes of an eventual coup de main with Western support that could overcome Ukraine’s increasingly 
severe constraints and turn the tide. 
 
Zaluzhny’s sober admission should have been mirrored by a long overdue reckoning in Washington about 
the downward trajectory of the war and the need to temper Kyiv’s expectations. As discussed below, 
however, the contrary proved to be the case: as Ukraine’s situation—and actions—became ever more 
desperate, the United States exceeded limits it had previously set on its support, enabling Ukrainian 
initiatives—including attacks within Russia—that Washington had previously considered out of bounds. These 
actions only compounded Ukraine’s manpower problems while increasing the risk of direct Russian 
retaliation against the United States and Europe, making Washington’s willingness to underwrite and 
facilitate them even more inexplicable. 
 

RECKLESS DRIVING AND U.S. ESCALATION 
RISKS  
 
On the battlefield, it was Ukraine, not the West, which suffered the consequences of continuing the war. Yet 
while Washington’s ill-fated involvement in Ukraine helped push the latter over a cliff, it also exposed the 
United States to risks that are remarkably severe and particularly unjustifiable in view of the U.S. interests at 
stake, which are minimal. 
 
The United States would gain no security whatsoever by incorporating Ukraine into NATO, yet its military 
backing for Ukraine has exposed it to what President Biden acknowledged to be the greatest risk of nuclear 
war since the Cuban Missile Crisis.75 Moreover, tying the U.S. to Ukraine’s fate has allowed Kyiv—which has 
every incentive to have the United States enter the war on their behalf—to take actions that raise the danger 
of direct conflict between the U.S. and Russia. Worse still, most of these reckless actions by Ukraine have 
only been possible with the aid of U.S. weapons and support. For its part, Washington has succumbed to the 
sunk-cost fallacy by refusing to cut its losses, thereby exposing itself to risks it had previously forsworn, 
increasingly—and irresponsibly—allowing its own risk tolerance to be shaped by Kyiv’s growing desperation. 
 
The Biden administration sought to minimize escalation risks in the early days of the war, refusing Kyiv’s 
pleas for a “no-fly zone” over Ukraine.76 Western countries were also reticent to supply Ukraine with 
advanced weapons systems, but as the Ukrainian armed forces increasingly showed their competence on 
the battlefield, NATO began providing HIMARS, Abrams and Leopard tanks, and F-16 fighter jets, among 
others.77 Increasingly, U.S.-supplied weapons allowed Ukraine to strike into Russian territory, increasing the 
risk of direct escalation, even as its own defenses were being eroded. There was little sign, meanwhile, that 
Washington was willing to condition its support on a more realistic and less reckless strategy. 
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Throughout the war, Ukraine also conducted a campaign of sabotage, assassinations, and drone strikes 
against Russia, some of which the United States has claimed to have been either unapprised of beforehand 
or unable to prevent.78 If reports are to be believed, this included the destruction of the Nordstream gas 
pipelines from Russia to Germany, which was technically also an attack on a NATO ally’s infrastructure at a 
time when sanctions on Russia were producing an energy shortage across Europe.79 
 
NATO—though principally the U.S.—used a base in Wiesbaden, Germany as its main liaison point with the 
Ukrainian high command to plan operations and shape Ukraine’s strategy. The HIMARS were a particularly 
contentious issue, since they generally required U.S. ISR to target Russian forces—alleviating concerns about 
how Ukraine might independently use the weapons but also putting the U.S. directly in the “kill chain” 
targeting Russian troops.80 
 
As the 2022 counteroffensive pushed the Russians back, fears among U.S. intelligence that Moscow might 
use nuclear weapons rose dramatically, particularly after its declared annexation of the four eastern oblasts. 
U.S. intelligence assessed a 50 percent chance that Russia would resort to nuclear use if its troops around 
Kherson were encircled, leading to intense crisis management with Moscow.81 CIA director William Burns 
later stated, “There was a moment in the fall of 2022 when I think there was a genuine risk of... the potential 
use of tactical nuclear weapons.”82 Similarly, the 2023 counteroffensive also produced fears of Russian 
nuclear use. U.S. war planners later admitted that the campaign to isolate Crimea would inflame the “core 
tension” of the conflict if it endangered the peninsula, regarded as Russia’s most valued prize in Ukraine.83 
 
After the failure of the previous year’s counteroffensive, the U.S. had started encouraging Ukraine to pursue 
a primarily defensive “hold and build” strategy to prevent Russia from gaining further territory.84 Meanwhile, 
as enthusiasm for the war soured in the West, congressional Republicans began opposing new aid packages 
for Ukraine, drying up already low stockpiles of ammunition and equipment as Ukraine’s personnel 
shortages reached a crisis point.85 Ukraine’s disadvantage in troop numbers was always its primary 
weakness compared to Russia, compounded by the fact that Ukraine, with an average troop age of 43, 
resisted lowering its draft age from 27 until spring 2024, when it was only lowered to 25.86 Ukraine is 
already experiencing a historic shortage of men age 18–30, not only the most capable fighting age but also 
a crucial future workforce to rebuild the country after the war.87 
 
As Ukraine became increasingly desperate, its strategy seemed to become more oriented toward escalation 
that would implicate the United States and NATO. In May of 2024, Ukraine bombed Russian radar systems 
that provide early warning in case of nuclear attack, alarming U.S. officials about the increased risk of 
Russian nuclear use.88 Ukraine publicly pleaded for longer-range ATACMS to strike into Russian territory, 
from which the latter had long been able to target Ukrainian forces without retaliation.89 Russia responded 
by revising its nuclear doctrine, claiming that non-nuclear attacks by a proxy on Russian territory would make 
it legitimate to use nuclear weapons against the backer—NATO.90 
 
At the same time, Ukraine launched a ground incursion into Russian territory, focused on Kursk. The Kursk 
incursion seemed designed to pursue three goals for Kyiv: 1) to seize a bargaining chip in what were likely to 
be increasingly unfavorable negotiations with Russia over territory, 2) to give embattled Ukrainian troops 
some breathing room by drawing Russian troops from the frontlines, and 3) to galvanize flagging Western 
support by scoring a PR win. 
 
Washington interpreted the move as a breach of trust but did not try to stop it.91 Unsurprisingly, by devoting 
much-needed troops and equipment to a region of no intrinsic value, Ukraine was thinning its defenses on 
its own soil. The Russians started making territorial gains in eastern Ukraine at their fastest pace since the 
initial invasion.92 
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UKRAINE’S MALE POPULATION BY AGE (AS OF 2024) 

 
Ukraine's manpower problem is compounded by its refusal to draft men of prime fighting age—a crucial constraint on its 

ability to sustain the war against Russia. 
 
In November, the United States elected Donald Trump to a second term, who had promised to end the war 
“within 24 hours.” Soon after, the Biden administration began allowing Ukraine to use ATACMS on targets 
inside Russia.93 Russia reacted by lowering its threshold for nuclear use and striking Ukraine with a 
conventionally armed but nuclear-capable hypersonic missile.94 
 
This parting decision by the Biden administration was especially irresponsible, as it essentially allowed 
Ukraine to expose the U.S. and NATO to risks that it had sought to avoid throughout the war, and to no 
strategic end. It was, however, emblematic of the Biden administration’s baffling tendency to increase its 
own risk acceptance in direct proportion with Ukraine’s declining prospects. 
 
Even though the United States has avoided direct conflict with Russia, it has been deeply involved in war-
planning while providing Ukraine with targeting and advanced weaponry. By doing so, it has put itself at risk 
of either being treated by Russia as a belligerent or creating the conditions for inadvertent escalation 
whereby the U.S. or a NATO ally finds themselves drawn into direct engagement with Russian forces. It 
serves as a prime example of why the United States should be circumspect about the assurances it offers to 
others and the dangers it may incur by doing so.  
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OUTCOMES AND PROSPECTS 
 
Throughout the Ukraine conflict, the United States has acted like a casino, extending new lines of credit to 
Kyiv as it tries to gamble its way out of a hole, only to find itself ever deeper in the red. There has been no 
shortage of cheerleaders in Washington, Brussels, and the media happy to offer encouragement before each 
of Ukraine’s ill-fated rolls—yet whatever their intentions may have been, they have acted as enablers, not 
responsible and honest friends. While Russia is primarily responsible for the war and the devastation it has 
caused, and Ukraine is the ultimate victim of it, the United States’ recklessness and negligence since 2008 
also give it considerable moral culpability for the outcome. 
 
The United States Congress has so far appropriated $195 billion for Ukraine, including $134 billion for 
security assistance.95 While reliable reports of casualties are difficult to establish, Harvard’s Russia Matters 
reports that at least 250,000–300,000 Ukrainian troops have been killed or injured, 16,431 Ukrainian 
civilians have been killed, and 9.6 million Ukrainians have been displaced.96 Russia controls approximately 
20 percent of Ukraine’s original territory, and is (very) gradually accumulating more.97 According to Gallup, 
66 percent of Ukrainians support negotiations to end the war as quickly as possible.98 
 

U.S. AID TO UKRAINE IN CONTEXT 

 
U.S. taxpayer money spent on Ukraine exceeds the annual budgets for education, food security, transportation and 

infrastructure, and health and disease prevention research. 
 
The Trump administration’s attempts to bring an end to the war through diplomacy have shown little 
progress. Trump has sought to strongarm Kyiv to make concessions by turning the aid spigot off, only to turn 
it on again in order to avoid conceding defeat to Russia.99 As the war grinds on and other priorities take 
precedence in the U.S., Washington has found its leverage to reach a diplomatic resolution to be limited 
beyond merely halting all aid to Ukraine. 
 
At this point, Ukraine has little choice but to either make strategic and territorial concessions for peace, or to 
keep fighting indefinitely at great cost and risk. Zelensky has continued to seek security guarantees from the 
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West; such guarantees would be as hollow as the 2008 pledge to bring Ukraine into NATO and would only 
perpetuate the cycle of moral hazard and ruin that followed from that fateful and foolish decision. Moreover, 
these guarantees will not be accepted by Moscow, meaning that the war would continue and any formal 
guarantees would immediately be rendered null.100 There are signs that Ukraine is beginning to accept that 
its future will have to be as an armed neutral, pursuing an autonomous mix of deterrence and reassurance 
to keep Russia at bay.101 Nonetheless, Kyiv continues to grasp at a chimeric U.S. bailout, and even Trump 
has proven willing to continue to lead the Ukrainians on.102 
 
The best thing that the United States could do—for itself, for Europe, and for Ukraine—is to make official the 
obvious: that Ukraine will not be a member of NATO or a U.S. security dependent under another name. This 
would remove one of the central causes of the war and might induce Putin to make a deal under terms that 
will no doubt be painful but would still leave Ukraine an independent state with most of its territory intact. It 
would also eliminate any delusions that persist in Ukraine about an eventual Western rescue, focusing their 
attention on developing an autonomous national defense and rebuilding their badly damaged country. 
 
Washington should also learn lessons as to how its military support for other allies and partners shapes their 
behavior while putting the United States at unnecessary risk. The Ukraine example shows that checks should 
not be written if they cannot be cashed; the United States has been too casual in the commitments it makes 
to defend others when its vital interests are not stake. Moreover, the Ukraine war demonstrates a tendency 
among Washington policymakers to refuse to cut their losses when their bluff has been called, threatening 
against all reason to draw the United States into disaster. It is better to be clear with sympathetic nations 
what the limits of the United States’ interests truly are and avoid a descent into moral hazard, rather than 
lead partners into false confidence and the United States into peril.  
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