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Introduction 
 

The field of foreign policy analysis has long been dedicated to the understanding of foreign 

policy decision-making and change. Many scholarly undertakings have been made in regard 

to general theory development and specific case explanations and analysis. The 21st century 

has not been without its examples of foreign policy decision-making. The strengthened 

position of hegemony of the United States after the fall of the Soviet Union and the war on 

terror has resulted in changes in foreign policy and to some extent the research dedicated to 

analysing such policy. Still, recent examples of US foreign policy decision-making are left to 

be investigated in terms of the underlying policy processes that shape and, eventually, affect 

foreign policy decision-making. This is especially the case in matters which revolve around 

foreign policy continuity and change. The Georgian war in 2008 showed that the United 

States would condemn the aggressive actions of Russia, however the behaviour would be met 

with few actions and only limited military activity (CNN, 2016). Furthermore, the Russian 

involvement in the Georgian war proved to be one of the first direct military engagements 

between Russia and a foreign sovereign nation since the Cold War, a situation which was met 

with few if any changes in U.S. security and foreign policy (FOI, 2009, p 91) After the 

Russian annexation of Crimea in 2014, the United States however proved to be more actively 

engaged in the aftermath of the Russian annexation and the country’s support of the separatist 

war in the Donbass region in Eastern Ukraine. U.S. foreign policy was exemplified by the 

ending of US-Russian military cooperation, the establishment of economic and political 

sanctions towards Russia, an increased presence of U.S. troops in Eastern Europe and the 

prioritization of Russia as a major threat to national security.  

These two cases encompass some of the major foreign policy decision-making processes in 

the United States during the 21st century and the apparent similarities of the events, as well as 

the differentiation of results in the conduct of foreign policy, demand further investigation. 

Many scholarly undertakings within the realm of foreign policy analysis have focused on 

specific domestic factors or changes in the international community separately. This means 

that many interesting contributions regarding the mechanisms behind foreign policy change or 

restructuring have been made either with an internal or external focus. These quite different 

reactions in U.S. foreign policy, to what would seem like comparable security situations in an 

international context, highlight the need for an analytical approach which encompass both 

domestic and international factors of foreign policy change. By approaching the recent 
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processes of U.S. foreign policy change with a synthesis for foreign policy change and 

continuity, which includes both domestic and external conditions, I hope to be able to uncover 

the processes behind U.S. foreign policy decision-making in relation to the Georgian and 

Ukraine wars. It is my intention to contribute to the development and utility of the synthesis 

for foreign policy change presented by Rosati, Hagan and Sampson, which would serve as yet 

another available tool for foreign policy analysis. By utilizing a combination of domestic and 

foreign conditions for national foreign policy decision-making it is possible to address 

limitations within the field of foreign policy analysis stemming from the explicit divides 

between external and internal means of analysis. In other words, the study of foreign policy 

analysis is need of higher degree of synthesis in which different theoretical approaches are 

combined to fully comprehend the dynamics of how governments react to changing demands 

in regards to foreign policy (Rosati, Hagan & Sampson, 1994). 

In addition to the theoretical debate it is possible to identify a limited amount of research 

concerning U.S. security policy concerning the rise of a more assertive and militarily capable 

Russia, especially so after the war in the Ukraine. With the U.S. highlighting the risks of 

conventional warfare stemming from state actors such as Russia and China, it is possible to 

identify a return of more traditional and conventional threats to the security of certain states to 

the study of international relations. This also calls for an increased amount of analysis 

regarding the perceptions of potential threats to national security in a time when the study of 

intrastate violence and the actions of non-state actors has been emphasised (Kaldor, 2012). 

 

Purpose of the thesis 
 

The aim of this thesis is to examine the security and foreign policy of the United States during 

the conflicts in Georgia and Ukraine and why the U.S. government decided upon a continuity 

of its previous policies towards Russia after the Georgian war of 2008 while considerably 

changing its policies regarding Russia after the conflict in Ukraine beginning in 2014. These 

crises constitute periods of relatively contemporary foreign policy change in the United States 

and could therefore serve as interesting examples of U.S. foreign policy decision-making in 

general and government foreign policy processes specifically. By uncovering factors behind 

the changes of U.S. foreign and security policy formulation, namely the national security 

strategies published in 2010 and 2015, it is possible to determine the perceptions and 
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policymaking conditions central to the foreign policy continuity that reassumed after the war 

in Georgia in 2008 and the fundamental change of foreign policy stance towards Russia after 

the annexation of Crimea in 2014. I will base my analysis on the foreign policy analysis 

synthesis presented by Rosati, Hagan and Sampson in which both external and domestic 

factors are considered to analyse the resulting foreign policy changes (Rosati, Hagan & 

Sampson, 1994, p 270-274).  

The domestic factors of this study consist of conditions of the policy processes within the 

government and relevant government agencies while the external factors are examined 

through the perceptions of the U.S. political leadership. These institutions form the executive 

institutions for foreign and security policy conducted by the United States, including changes 

to such policies. By examining the perceived changes in the international position of the 

United States within the general framework presented by Rosati, Hagan and Sampson I intend 

to contribute to the knowledge about foreign policymaking conditions and how these relate to 

policy continuity and change. By connecting the theoretical perspectives of foreign policy 

analysis to perceptions theory I intend to expand upon the possible means of analysis 

concerning the conduct of foreign and security policy. Additionally, this thesis employs and, 

to some extent, expand upon the synthesis presented by Rosati, Hagan and Sampson. This is 

especially the case with necessary clarifications and operationalisations of the synthesis and 

the connection between synthesis and de facto conditions and processes within a specific 

nation. 

The considerable divergence of foreign policy reactions in two quite similar situations raises 

the question of whether any extraordinary circumstances or foreign and domestic factors 

resulted in a foreign policy change in 2014-2015 but not in 2008-2010? The research problem 

of this thesis will be to analyse and explain the role of threat perceptions and domestic 

conditions within the U.S. government in relation to the facilitation of foreign policy 

continuity and change during the Georgian and Ukrainian conflicts. It is the argument of this 

study that the perceptions and the conditions of key actors within the U.S. government 

regarding the threat of Russia against U.S. national security after the Russian annexation of 

Crimea facilitated a substantial foreign and security policy change. The argument of the study 

is that the period of 2008 to 2010 was characterized by limited threat perceptions of the 

Russian military actions in Georgia among the U.S. political leadership. This, along with 

limiting conditions within the government during the foreign policy decision-making process 

resulted in a continuity of U.S. foreign and security policy.       
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Theory 
 

The theoretical context 
 

The theory of this thesis rests upon the bedrocks of foreign policy analysis, specifically the 

theoretical synthesis suggested by Rosati, Hagan and Sampson. This synthesis calls for a more 

inclusive analysis which engulfs both domestic and external factors to foreign policy 

processes in which policy making processes and changes to a nations international position 

are central. Moreover, the focus of this study is to analyse the political and bureaucratic 

processes in the context of the foreign policy change and restructuring. This highlights the 

political acts which result in the changing of foreign and security policy. As Rosati, Hagan 

and Sampson argue there is an ongoing discussion on how to define such changes to foreign 

policy. Holsti defines foreign policy restructuring as a dramatic act which results in wholesale 

changes to the conduct of politics regarding external relations (Rosati, Hagan & Sampson 

1994, p 567). One could argue that the definition is sufficient for capturing extreme political 

turnarounds in foreign policy and, at the same time, does not manage to encompass smaller 

and less dramatic changes which could be crucial for the conduct and implementation of 

policy.  

Hermann, has approached the subject of foreign policy change by categorising the act. By 

utilising four levels of change Hermann argues that the foreign policy restructuring could take 

the form of international orientation change, problem change, program changes and 

adjustment changes. This means that changes could be both dramatic and defining for state 

positioning within the international community, in line with the international orientation, or 

simply adjustments and policy implementation changes in line with the levels of program and 

adjustment changes (Hermann, 1990, p 5). Rosati, Hagan and Sampson believes that the 

categories provided by Hermann can be useful when analysing foreign policy change, which 

is especially the case when dealing with problem, program- and adjustment changes (Rosati, 

Hagan & Sampson, 1994, p 267). Beside the definition of change Rosati, Hagan and Sampson 

emphasise that the most important aspect of foreign policy change is to be aware of three 

separate dimensions, namely the level of change, the scope of the change and the time frame 

of the change. By being precise when dealing with these three dimensions they suggest that a 

scholar should be able to properly investigate the field of foreign policy change (Ibid, p 269).  
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Rosati, Hagan and Sampson argue that foreign policy changes could be affected by external 

drivers or events. One of the main examples of such a driver are changes to the international 

position of a state which could result from international trends, changes to the international 

system and relative strengths of states military and societal capabilities (Rosati, Hagan & 

Sampson 1994, p 270). They further argue that domestic political realignments such as 

elections and leadership change could affect the outcome of foreign policy. Finally, they 

argue that the policymaking process, namely the political and bureaucratic processes that 

dictate foreign policy decision-making is of vital importance. Here they argue that the 

proponents and the opponents of certain policies often both occupy positions within the 

government and government agencies which results in struggles and debates, conditions and 

obstacles for foreign policy change.  

The essence of security policy is the political dealings with matters of security, in cases of 

political regimes this could often be translated into matters of national security. A focus area 

in the scholarly debate on national security is that of perceptions, or more specifically 

perception of threats to national security. It is important to emphasize that this study will not 

attempt to measure or compare relative strengths of armies or the strategies and capabilities of 

deterrence necessary to maintain a posture of security relative to other actors in the world. 

This approach has been common among the realist field of international relations and is 

arguably of importance in matters of country comparisons and signalling theory (Alden & 

Aran, 2012, p 62). However, in defiance of classical realists this study does not assume that 

the nation is one single actor but rather a network of key actors within the political leadership 

which all have the potential of affecting the policy processes within the state. In such a case, it 

could be beneficial to analyse several actors within the state and their beliefs and threats that 

they perceive in security policy matters rather than looking at the state as a whole (Ibid, p 20).  

 

Additionally, Alden and Aran suggest that the actions of decisionmakers cannot be fully 

grasped through the pure use of rational decision-making models. They argue that the 

processes in which decisionmakers act could benefit from an analysis encompassing 

bureaucratic conditions as well as determining cognitive dimensions (Ibid, p 28). This 

assumption has also been recognized by Walker, Malici and Schafer who address the 

importance of the perceptions and beliefs of the political leadership when studying cases of 

foreign policy and international relations. They further argue that the introduction of social-

psychological aspects into the analysis of global political dynamics are one of the central 



 

6 
 

distinctions between the previous rationality-based theoretical approaches and the foreign 

policy analysis and behavioural international relations of modern political sciences (Walker, 

Malici and Schafer, 2011, p 6-7). Rousseau and Garcia-Retamero have also contested realist 

assumptions regarding the political processes and the apparent threats that drive them. By 

using laboratory experiments conducted in Spain and the United States the scholars could find 

support for an increasingly constructivist approach to threat perceptions and their creation. 

The authors especially turned against the notion that the measurement of material factors 

would be the preferable approach to the understanding of threat perceptions which also could 

be decided by perceptions of identity and power (Rousseau & Garcia-Retamero, 2007, p 764-

766).  

 

The theoretical framework 
 

This study is an analytical undertaking in lines with the field of foreign policy analysis. The 

intended use of the theoretical framework utilised in this study is to analyse the security 

politics of US foreign policy related to the conflicts in Georgia in 2008 and the Russian 

annexation and warfare in the Ukraine since 2016. By drawing on the theoretical 

achievements of previous scholars such as Hermann, Jervis and Rosati, Hagan and Sampson it 

is the intention of this author to examine U.S. security and foreign policy in line with a 

suggested theoretical framework provided by Rosati, Hagan and Sampson. While, this 

framework consists of a synthesis and conceptual model of the processes concerning foreign 

policy change the very conduits between the processes of change and this synthesis are in 

need of further elaboration. This section presents the overall synthesis of the theoretical 

framework, which will be followed by the presentation of the theories used to analyse 

concepts central to foreign policy change. These concepts are based upon some of the 

elements of the synthesis suggested by Rosati, Hagan and Sampson in which changes in the 

international position of the state and the policy-making process will be dealt with.  

Rosati, Hagan and Sampson argue that the conduct of foreign policy restructuring and change 

are not only affected by domestic political factors but rather a combination of domestic and 

external drivers. They define three sets of causal dynamics which facilitate foreign policy 

change in the form of changes in global structures and the international position of a state, 

domestic political realignments and finally the policymaking process. The scholars argue that 

the best way to analyse the policymaking process is in a context in which both domestic 
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political conditions as well as changes to the states international position. The causal 

dynamics of this synthesis could therefore be described as a pathway in which political 

decisions and policymaking in terms of foreign policy change is at one hand primarily 

influenced by changes to a nations international position and stance within the international 

community. They argue that changes to the distribution of power through leadership change 

could have a major impact on the decision-making process. While the focus of this study is to 

explain U.S. foreign policy behaviour in relation to the war in Georgia and the war in the 

Ukraine independent of United States electoral processes, it is the intention of this study to 

include the domestic political processes in the form of the policymaking process, including 

actors who facilitate and object to foreign policy change.  

This approach is also based on the research of Kegley and Wittkopf who emphasise the 

United States government and its actors as an important source of influence for the conduct of 

foreign policy (Kegley, Wittkopf, 1996, p 22-23). They have conceptualized the dynamics of 

U.S. foreign policy and categorised the potential sources of influences for the conduct of 

foreign policy. They have found that external, societal, governmental, role and individual 

sources to be the sole five source categories (Ibid, p 19). The governmental source category is 

based on the actors within the U.S. government central to the conduct of foreign policy of 

which the president and his closest advisers form the very core of the decision-making bodies 

in the government (Ibid, p 343). The scholars deem the executive organizations, responsible 

for foreign policy, of equal importance. The two most noteworthy of these organizations are 

the Department of Defense and the State Department and associated cabinet members (Ibid, p 

343-345). The authors further argue that the external source category have the potential of 

influencing the policy-making processes in the United States. This category engulfs all 

aspects of the international environment in relation to U.S. foreign policy with a focus on the 

changing distribution of power in the world (Ibid, p 159-160).  

Based on the complexity of the U.S. political system it would be beneficial to complement 

Rosati, Hagan and Sampson’s synthesis with the governmental and external source categories 

for the conduct of foreign policy as suggested by Kegley and Wittkopf. This means that the 

study can target specific actors central to the policy-making processes within the U.S. 

government. Furthermore, it will be possible to include additional theoretical perspectives to 

explain the external sources for U.S. foreign policy and the domestic governmental conditions 

for the conduct of foreign policy. By analysing how the President, cabinet members and 

departments have perceived the threats to the position of the United States in the international 
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community it will be possible to capture the potential external sources for foreign policy 

change. By examining areas such as policy specifications, composition of the government and 

policy dedication and resource allocation it will be possible to determine key conditions for 

the government in regards to foreign policy decision-making.  

Jervis argues that perceptions of the political leadership are important for the political 

decision-making and that it is often difficult if not impossible to explain key decisions without 

analysing the leaderships perception of the world (Jervis, p 28). Jervis states that one should 

analyse the perceptions of the leadership as a direct cause of actor’s behaviour, forming a 

causal link between the beliefs and images of the political leadership and the actions derived 

from such ideas (Ibid, p 30). Jervis argues that attitude change or attitude preservation 

regarding the perceptions of the leadership is dependent on the capability of the leadership to 

judge whether new information contradicts or support their beliefs or perceptions of the 

world. The causes for attitude conservation could be that the leadership fails to notice new 

information, actively disregard new information and find the it to be discrepant however with 

little faith in its validity (Ibid, p 291-292). It is also possible that the leadership acknowledge 

the new information but finds it difficult to combine with their already fixed beliefs resulting 

in a lack of immediate reaction to the facts at hand. Attitude change however, could be 

facilitated if the leadership does acknowledge the information and its contradiction to their 

own perception which can result in bolstering. Bolstering is the act in which the leadership 

resort to seeking additional information and expertise in light of changing events and 

circumstances. This does not necessarily mean that the leadership abandon all of their 

previous sets of beliefs but rather rearrange its attitudes and develop new arguments and data 

(Ibid, p 294). If the new information at hand is too significant to cast aside and also to counter 

with rearranged attitudes, the political leadership must abandon its previous beliefs and begin 

a process of differentiation. By differentiating the information with the beliefs of the 

leadership it is possible to separate analysis and action from judgement and beliefs increasing 

the incentives for the leadership to act on the latest information at hand (Ibid, p 295-296). 

Jervis stresses the importance of the questions which are subjected to attitude change. He 

argues that the level of centrality of the perceptions are of outmost importance for them to be 

changed. Perceptions that the leadership is less dependent on and which are the least 

important will be subjected to change before those which are central to the leadership. Jervis 

exemplifies this with the political belief of hostility which is harder to change than maintain.  
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Gross Stein has further developed the theoretical notions of Jervis and delimited the 

psychological aspects of foreign policy decision-making into concepts. Gross Stein argues 

that the rationality of the political leadership is not only based on material or political aspects 

of decision-making but also cognitive perceptions (Gross Stein, 2016, p 132).  To begin with 

the political leadership is seeking simplicity when making decisions which means that 

complex issues or multiple or conflicting aspects of the decision-making may be abandoned. 

Moreover, leaders seek consistency which results in an unwillingness to recognise or act upon 

events or information which conflicts whit previous decisions and beliefs. Beliefs or decisions 

related to long term and costly actions are therefore often maintained despite the recognition 

or confirmation of conflicting information among the political leadership. This can be related 

to loss aversion and the fact that leaders will tend to avoid decisions which results in 

considerable risks and costs (Ibid, p 132-138).  

Finally, in accordance with the theoretical synthesis provided by Rosati, Hagan and Sampson, 

a student of foreign policy analysis and the processes of foreign policy change must approach 

the dimensions of change and the scope of these changes. The level of change as well as the 

scope of the change of this thesis will be defined using Hermann’s levels of foreign policy 

change in which he categorises the extent of the restructuring of foreign policy. The first one 

of these levels are adjustment changes which mainly focus on the efforts of what is done in 

regard to policy change. This means that the devotion and resources invested into a certain 

policy areas are adjusted but not the policy area itself (Hermann, 1990, p 5-6). The second 

level consists of program changes which implies changes in the means and methods that are 

employed to address certain problems or goals. The third level of change are problem/goal 

changes in which the objectives of foreign policy are abandoned or replaced. Finally, 

Hermann addresses the international orientation changes which constitutes the fourth level of 

foreign policy change. This implies the complete reorientation of a country’s view on world 

affairs which does not only addresses single problems or aspects of foreign policy. This level 

of change would result in a fundamental change in a nations role and activities within the 

international community (Ibid).  

Furthermore, this study will utilise some of the proposed elements of the policymaking 

process presented by Hermann. Hermann has proposed that the decision-making process 

consists of seven phases encompassing policy expectations, external stimuli, recognition of 

discrepant information, postulation of a connection between problem and policy, development 

of alternatives, building authoritative consensus for a choice and finally the implementation of 
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new policy. These phases are linked to proposed criteria which either can be fulfilled or not 

fulfilled in order for the political leadership to facilitate foreign policy change (Ibid, p 13-14). 

While Hermann himself has not fully examined these criteria, he argues that the phases and 

the criteria could be beneficial for the detailed understanding of foreign policy change and 

that they deserve further inquiry. Hermann argues that the phases could be combined 

dependent on the level of analysis and the object of the analysis. While all seven phases have 

merits, it is the intention of this author to utilise elements of certain of the proposed phases 

relevant to the developed theoretical framework consisting of threat perceptions and 

governmental conditions.  

The phases selected for this study are four in total and are selected in accordance with the 

theoretical synthesis and threat perceptions theory. The initial policy expectations engulf the 

expectations of the political leadership concerning the benefits and objectives of a certain 

policy. This phase could therefore be linked to the ideas and perceptions held by the 

leadership in accordance with Jervis perceptions theory. The phase of external stimuli is built 

around events or foreign developments which often are unexpected. These events could either 

be in line with existing policy directives or not and result in stimuli dependent on factors such 

as scale and effects. Another phase is the recognition of discrepant information which could 

be directly linked to the process of attitude change and retention as suggested by Jervis. In this 

phase the information can either choose to ignore or acknowledge information dependent on 

the availability of practical solutions, if the leadership has professional investments in the 

continuity of previous policy or chose to focus on other major policy areas, if several different 

monitoring actors acknowledge the new information and if the leadership is preoccupied with 

other issues concerning crisis (Hermann, 1990, p 16). 

Finally, the phases of alternative development and measures implementation includes 

additional criteria. First of all, re-examination of foreign policy objectives and the redefinition 

of the issues that are linked to the objectives will only change if modifications of existing 

policy is not enough to address the issues at hand (Ibid, p 18). Furthermore, the 

implementation new measures must be anchored to new expectations and beliefs which 

include the expectation that new policy directives are in line with the available resources and 

the issues at stake (Ibid, p 19). While these phases are complex and plentiful the study will 

combine certain aspects of Jervis perceptions theory and the phases of political decision-

making along with the categories of changes to foreign policy as suggested by Hermann to 

conduct my analysis. The theoretical framework as suggested in this section could therefore 
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be looked upon as a theoretical cone in which the overall guiding synthesis of Rosati, Hagan 

and Sampson consist the widest top-half and the concepts of Hermann and Jervis as the 

narrow bottom-half. By complementing the synthesis with more focused theoretical 

approaches, consisting of the theoretical concepts of Hermann and Jervis, I will not only be 

able to practically implement the synthesis itself but also create criteria for the guidance of my 

analysis. It is the intention that the criteria developed from the theoretical proposition of 

Hermann, Jervis and Rosati, Hagan and Sampson will serve as the main operational guidance 

for this thesis. These criteria will therefore be developed and revisited in the following section 

of this thesis concerning the practical conduct and theory implementation of my study.   

 

Research design 
 

Method 

  
The study is designed as a comparative case study in which the security and foreign policy 

processes of the United States during the periods of 2008-2010 and 2014-2015 are examined 

in terms of the threat perceptions policy-making conditions of the U.S. government. The 

comparative case study provides an in-depth understanding of a smaller number of cases 

which can then be used to for generalizations within the relevance and focus of the selected 

field of research (Della Porta, 2008, p 206). This includes in-depth descriptions of the of the 

contexts in which certain subjects of interests are developed including the processes which 

result in certain anticipated outcomes. The case-based approach offers a diverse and extensive 

description of a small amount of cases which are analysed based on certain dimensions, which 

are often more plentiful land complex than the variables of similar comparative studies using 

a quantitative approach. This thesis is primarily interested in dense knowledge of perceptions 

and conditions to establish explanations which are limited in its generalizations but examines 

a larger number of characteristics within the cases. The strength of this approach is that 

several complex dimensions of the processes can be accounted for which provides a strong 

basis for explanatory power regarding a specific number or type of cases (Ibid, p 207). Since 

the main focus of this study is to analyse and explain specific U.S. decision-making processes 

with a limited intention of generalizability for theory development the qualitative comparative 

case approach is a suitable methodology of choice. The emphasis of certain cases and an in-

depth knowledge of the underlying processes could, to some extent, have been approaches 
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using process-tracing by examining the links between the variables of the cases causality 

(Beach, Brun Pedersen, 2013, p 2-3). However, the contextual and historical separation of the 

cases, as well as the lack of interests in the specific causal chains of the processes, makes the 

comparative qualitative case study a more reliable and rewarding methodology for this study.  

The actors within the government that will be analysed based on their threat perceptions are 

the President, the Secretary of State, the Secretary of Defense also including relevant actors 

within the Department of State and the Department of Defense. These choices are motivated 

by the key government sources for foreign policy decision-making that Kegley and Wittkopf 

has presented. They argue that these actors are of outmost importance for the conduct of U.S. 

foreign-and security policy (Kegley, Wittkopf, 1996, p-378-390). This is especially the case 

of the Department of Defense which is the primary organ for the advisory and conduct of the 

security policy decision-making in the government. The Department of Defense is also 

closely connected with the Joint Chiefs of Staffs which have the strategic responsibility of the 

armed forces branches and constitutes the highest command structure within the armed forces 

(Ibid, p 389-390). The perceptions of these actors are therefore of supreme importance for any 

foreign policy decision being made. Because of this, these actors will be instrumental in 

determining the processes behind the outcomes of foreign policy decision-making in relation 

to the war in Georgia and the Russian annexation of Crimea. By comparing the two periods it 

will be possible to determine the thoughts and beliefs of the responsible foreign policy 

decisionmakers on national security, with an emphasis on Russia as a perceived threat to the 

United States. This comparison will also encompass the potential differences in conditions for 

foreign policy decision-making within the government including the Department of State and 

the Department of Defense during the two periods of analysis. To engulf both the domestic 

conditions of the political leaderships as well as their perceptions of external events the cases 

are examined through a combined operationalisation of Hermann’s criteria for foreign policy 

change and the theoretical concepts of Gross Stein and Jervis on the beliefs and perceptions of 

decisionmakers.  

By examining the cases and analysing possible differences among the domestic conditions 

and the beliefs and threat perceptions of the political leadership among the two cases it is the 

intention of this study to uncover some of the mechanisms behind foreign policy change. The 

study will primarily analyse and compare material concerning the foreign- and security policy 

processes of the U.S. government with an emphasis on the President of the United States, the 

Secretary of State and the Department of State and the Secretary of Defense including the 
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Department of Defense. Additionally, this study will to some extent utilise documents and 

material from other government agencies and the Congress which could highlight the 

perception of the political leadership. The study will encompass the national security 

strategies of 2006, 2010 and 2015 to create a framework for the beliefs, perceptions and 

decision-making of the U.S. political leadership. I intend to use the 2006 and 2010 national 

security strategies as the foundation of the existing beliefs and perceptions of the U.S. 

government on Russia, prior to the conflicts in Georgia and Ukraine. I then intend to analyse 

the subsequent foreign policy processes in the United States following the onset of conflict in 

Georgia and the invasion of Crimea until the publication of the 2010 and 2015 national 

security strategies. The national security strategies are the primary policy documents which 

outlines security policy as well as the foreign relations of the United States. The strategies 

also include the country’s posture towards potential threatening entities and states making 

them effective onsets and terminus of U.S. security policy.  

 

Material and delimitations 
 

To analyse the foreign policy decision-making in the United States during the Georgian and 

Crimean conflicts a precise focus on the matters at hand is needed. Since the political 

decisions that have been made during these periods are many and their nature being complex 

only the most influential statements and documents will be analysed. These could be 

decisions and speeches of major importance for the American political system, namely 

remarks and speeches provided by the President, the Secretary of State and the Secretary of 

Defense. Also, several important policy and orientation documents in matters of security 

policy such as the national security strategies of 2006, 2010 and 2015 will be utilised to 

capture the conditions and perceptions of the U.S. government. Only official speeches and 

documents will be used in the study of U.S. foreign policy processes. Partly this is due to the 

limited, if not completely restricted, access of material which highlights sensitive and 

formative policy processes within the government. The Russian annexation of Crimea and the 

war in Georgia in 2008 are still recent events in world history which means that some 

information regarding decision-making in these cases would be classified or unattainable. 

However, one should also bear in mind that the official speeches and policy documents still 

expresses the intentions, perceptions, thoughts and decisions made by the U.S. government 

and the overall direction in which the security policy is headed. In light of this an analysis of 
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official documents and statements would still be of major relevance and importance for a 

study of government decision-making. This could be seen a wide set of sources but it is not 

certain that policy documents or speeches alone would provide the necessary foundation for 

the understanding of foreign policy decision-making. While a decision itself could be stated in 

a single policy document or speech, the changing perceptions would be harder to analyse 

without a series of reactions and comments.  

The material has been selected with an awareness of the complexity of the political system in 

the United States with several elected bodies and bureaucratic institutions. Still the President 

and the government holds the executive power of the United States, especially in matters of 

security policy. This means that a study of U.S. security and foreign policy processes would 

have to include key actors within the government and its agencies. Due to the magnitude of 

the U.S. political system this thesis will not analyse the political processes within the 

Congress. Discussions and debates in the house of representatives and the senate are 

important for the outlining of policies and the political decision-making but the main deciding 

bodies of foreign and security policy are the President and the government. A necessary 

delimitation within this thesis will therefore be to focus only on the government and relevant 

government agencies since these institutions constitutes the final decision-making bodies, 

Still, this thesis will include some undertakings by the congress in the form of committee 

hearings related to the formulation of security and foreign policy. Since these hearings can 

provide detailed information and perspectives in regards to relevant security policy processes 

they could be essential to the analysis of the mentioned processes.  

 

Operationalisation 
 

Since this study is dedicated to investigating the foreign policy reactions of the U.S. 

government during two policy periods the selected theoretical framework have been 

developed by defining and operationalising the key theoretical concepts of this study. The 

first of these concepts are the conditioning and decision-making bodies in the government of 

the United States namely the governmental sources of foreign policy influence. These 

governmental sources of foreign policy constitute the President of the United States, the 

Secretary of State and the State Department and finally the Secretary of Defense including the 

Department of Defense. The perceived threat of the government is at the very centre of the 
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study and the analysis will incorporate the theoretical perspective of Jervis and Gross Stein 

concerning threat perceptions. Jervis stresses the importance of attitudes for the changes or 

retention of perceptions. The concept of attitude retention could be defined as the failure to 

notice new information, actively disregard information or to distrust the validity of the 

information. Attitude retention could include the acknowledgement of additional information 

however with a lack of actions due to it conflicting with already established perceptions. The 

concept of attitude change, however, could be facilitated through the process of bolstering in 

which processes of acquiring additional information takes place and attitudes begin to be 

rearranged. This will be complemented with the concepts of Simplicity, inconsistency and 

Loss aversion by Gross Stein which encompass the possibility of the government to avoid 

conflicting information and perceptions change by perceiving actions as consistent with 

previous beliefs or by avoiding them based on the risks of loss and costs in foreign policy.  

These concepts of attitude will be combined with developments of Hermann’s foreign policy 

decision-making criteria for foreign policy change which encompass the policy-making 

conditions for the U.S. government. These conditions would revolve around matters such as 

policy definition and clarification, changes to the composition of the government, multiple 

actor’s participation to foreign policy decision-making and resource allocation and dedication 

to new sets of policies. Finally, to connect the theoretical operational questions of attitude 

change and the decision-making process with the actual continuities or changes of foreign 

policy change I will utilise categories of change and continuity provided by Hermann. The 

changes of foreign policy will be defined as adjustment changes which in this thesis will 

concern the changes concerning the effort of an already established foreign policy objective. 

This means that the policy area itself is left unhampered with however with a decrease or 

increase of resource dedication. In this thesis, it would be translated into the retention of U.S. 

foreign and security policy objectives in the national security policy documents however with 

the possibility of increased or decreased resource allocation. The other form of change is the 

program change which is defined as the changes including the methods and means which are 

employed to address the objectives in the national security policy documents. The third type 

of change will be the problem/goal changes which result in the abandonment or restructuring 

of national security objectives, including the adoption of new objectives and focus areas. 

Finally, we have the international orientation changes which would defined as the complete 

overhaul and reorientation of U.S. foreign and security policy. The criteria and theoretical 
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framework of Hermann and the perceptions theory of Jervis will be developed into the 

following seven operational questions which will guide the analysis.  

 

- Did the pre-existing national security policies within the U.S. government address the 

upcoming potential issues of a perceived threating stance by the Russian federation?  

 

- Did the policymakers disregard or recognise new information regarding the situations 

in Georgia and the Ukraine?  

 

- Did the U.S. government begin a process of simplicity, consistency and Loss aversion 

in relation to policy approach to the events in Georgia and the Ukraine?  

 

- Did the political leadership re-examine the goals of U.S. security and foreign policy 

and the approaches to related issues through information bolstering and 

differentiation?  

 

- Has the government had any changes to its composition during the review of foreign 

policy in terms of key internal actors?  

 

- Have the new policy alternatives been allocated resources and did the government 

dedicate attention and review of the new policy in relation to previous policy? 

 

- Was the Security and foreign policy retained through smaller adjustment changes and 

thereby the continuity of set policy goals and objectives or through program, 

problem/goal and international orientation changes and thereby changes to the goals 

and objectives of security and foreign policy? 

 

 

 

Analysis of U.S. security and foreign policy during the Georgian War 
 

U.S. Security and foreign policy and reactions 
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The security and foreign policy directives of the U.S. government set before the Georgian war 

was largely set by the National Security Strategy of 2006. The strategy outlined the main 

security policy objectives of the United States and existing and potential future threats 

towards U.S. activities around the globe and the country itself.  This included remarks on the 

security developments around the world including the posture of the United States in relation 

to other key national actors. Russia was one of many regions and countries being analysed in 

the strategy document and the administration deemed the country to be a partner in matters of 

mutual interests. Issues in which Russia was deemed as a strong partner were the issues of 

fighting international terrorism and pressuring Iran to abolish its nuclear program. The main 

foreign policy objectives of the government directed towards Russia were the stability of 

former Soviet satellites and the implementation of democratic reforms in Russia’s 

neighbourhood (Department of State; 2006, p 39).  

On August 8 2008, Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice called for an immediate ceasefire in 

the conflict in Georgia and urged Russia to stop its advance in the country, withdraw its 

troops and to respect Georgia’s territorial integrity (Department of State, 2008 A). On August 

9 President Bush expressed deep concern over the situation on Georgia and that attacks are 

occurring far from the original conflict area of South Ossetia. The President called for an end 

of Russian bombings and highlighted that the territorial integrity of Georgia was to be 

respected (White House, 2008 A.). Bush declared that he had met with his national security 

team on August 11 and that he was very concerned over the fact that Russian troops had 

attacked strategic areas in Georgia and were threatening the Georgian capital of Tbilisi. The 

President concluded that if these reports were true then Russia had escalated the situation in 

Georgia in a brutal and dramatic way. Bush feared that Russia sought to depose the 

government of Georgia, an action which would be considered unacceptable in the 21st 

century. Russia was expected to withdraw its troops from Georgia or U.S.-Russian relations 

would be at risk (White House, 2008, B.). In mid-August Rice stated that she had briefed the 

President on the diplomatic efforts to resolve the conflict in Georgia. She also stated that 

Department of State had been in contact with the foreign ministers of G7 and welcomed EU 

mediation in the conflict. Rice underlined the necessity for Russia to stop its military 

operations since Georgia had already agreed upon a cease-fire agreement and had the right to 

remain in control over its territory. Rice further stated that the government was reviewing 

options for humanitarian and reconstruction assistance to Georgia (Department of State, 2008, 

B.).  
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On August 13 president Bush declared that he had contacted the Georgian president 

Saakashvili and the President of France Sarkozy to support the negotiations between Russia 

and Georgia. Bush declared that the United States would stand by Georgia and its sovereignty 

(White House, 2008 C.). He stated that Russia had agreed to halt its military operations and a 

provisional cease-fire but reports had shown that Russian forces had continued certain 

operations in Georgia. In response to this, Bush had directed the Secretary of Defense Bob 

Gates to begin a humanitarian mission to ease the increasingly difficult humanitarian situation 

in Georgia. U.S aircraft and naval forces were directed to deliver humanitarian aid and 

medical supplies to Georgia (Ibid). The President also stated that Russia’s intentions in regard 

to Georgia were unclear and that Russia’s world-wide diplomatic efforts were at risk due to 

the actions taken. Russia’s relations with the United States and Europe could only begin to 

heal through the ending of the crisis in Georgia (Ibid). On the same day, Rice reaffirmed the 

commitments made by Bush and stated that she expected air routes, sea lanes and ports to be 

open for U.S. forces delivering aid (Department of State, 2008 C.). Secretary Rice met with 

the Georgian President Saakashivili in August 15 and stated that her visit to Georgia was a 

statement of solidarity with Georgia and that the United States supports the independence and 

territorial integrity of Georgia. Rice compared the Russia’s actions in Georgia with the 1968 

invasion of Czechoslovakia and the attempt of a great power to overthrow a small 

neighbouring nation. She further stated that the world would have to handle the severe 

implications of Russia’s attack on Georgia (Department of State, 2008, D.). In August 16, the 

President stated that he once again had discussed the situation with his national security team 

and that Georgia and Russia had signed the terms of the six-point peace plan presented by the 

European Union. Russia was expected to move its forces from Georgian territory and the 

humanitarian mission would continue during the days ahead. The United States would 

continue to stress the sovereignty and independence of Georgia but acknowledged the fact 

that Russia had endorsed United Nations resolutions on the premise that South Ossetia and 

Abkhazia would be considered Georgian territory and that Georgia’s sovereignty would be 

recognized and respected (White House, 2008, D.). In late August, the Department of State 

informed that they were supporting mediations attempts however, without the necessary 

support from Russia. Russia sought to remain in areas within Georgia which violated the six-

point peace plan and could be perceived as attempts from Russia to dissolve the territorial 

integrity of Georgia (Department of State, 2008, E.). Bush would condemn the actions of 

Russia to recognize the independence of South Ossetia and Abkhazia on August 26. The 

President found that this step was in violation of several resolutions from the United Nations 



 

19 
 

Security Council and also in violation of the six-point agreement which Russia had signed. 

Georgia’s territorial integrity continued to be a matter of importance for the United States and 

the Russian actions were perceived as a reason for further diplomatic complications between 

the two countries (White House 2008, E.).  

The Department of State issued statements concerning bilateral strategic security dialogues in 

December 2008 including negotiations between the United States and Russia focusing on a 

follow-on treaty to the original START-treaty intended to reduce the hazards of nuclear 

proliferation. They concluded that the Russia was concerned over U.S. missile defence 

establishments in Eastern and Central Europe and the parties discussed the possibility of an 

increased cooperation to combat extremism and the ability for extremists to acquire nuclear 

materials. The Department of State viewed these negotiations as important for the relations 

with Russia in light of the Georgian conflict. The department further stated that the Russian 

would potentially test a new administration and its commitment to the START-treaty and 

missile defence to establish the posture of a new government. The perception was that the 

Russians had conducted actions which were regrettable and the department had informed the 

Russian government that actions towards the missile defence project in Europe would not be 

tolerated and within the realms of NATO’s article 5 (Department of State, 2008 E.).  

In January 13, the Secretary of State-designate Hillary Clinton argued that the United States 

had to regain its leading role in nuclear non-proliferation by reengaging with Russia in 

matters of nuclear security despite the differences between the countries (Department of State, 

2009). In January 2009, the Secretary of Defense, Robert Gates, participated in a testimony 

before the Senate Armed Services Committee in which he discussed the general challenges 

facing the Department of Defense. The security situation in Afghanistan and Pakistan 

consisted some of the main concerns for the Secretary the matter of nuclear proliferation was 

emphasised, especially due to the dangers that North Korea and Iran could pose if 

successfully developing weapons of mass destruction. The Secretary stated that the main 

threats posed to the United States was those of unconventional threats. Still, Gates concluded 

that the Russian invasion of Georgia in 2008 was a reminder that the Russian armed forces 

were a force to be reckoned with. Still, he concluded that the Russia’s attempts to dominate its 

immediate geographical surrounding was not to be confused with the Soviet Union’s 

aspirations of global supremacy. Gates stated that the Russian military capability was only a 

shadow of the former Soviet forces and that the country struggled with demographic and 

budgetary limitations (Department of Defense, 2009). 
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In July 2009, Barack Obama, the newly elected President of the United States, held a press 

conference in Moscow together with the Russian President Medvedev. Obama stated that the 

drift between the United States and Russia would be replaced by a reset of the relations 

between the two nations to facilitate cooperation in areas of mutual interests. Obama stated 

that after months of negotiations the reset was effectively in place and the governments of the 

two countries were eager to concretize the new relationship in a range of different issues. The 

first priority between the countries had been that of nuclear security, an issue which was 

beginning to be resolved through the new follow-on treaty to the previous START agreement. 

Furthermore, the countries had agreed upon cooperation in matters of missile defence, 

especially defensive measures against the nuclear and ballistic missile programs of Iran and 

North Korea. Violent extremism would be combatted together and a priority for both nations 

was the struggle against Al-Qaeda. One of the main priorities of this cooperation was the 

ability for the United States to move material and equipment through Russia to its areas of 

operations in Afghanistan. Obama also stated that Russia and the United States had areas of 

disagreement such as the future path of Georgia. Obama concluded that the territorial 

sovereignty of Georgia was to be respected. However, despite disagreements over the borders 

of Georgia Obama stated that neither Russia or the United States had any interest of renewed 

military conflict and that the two countries would leave the suspicions and rivalry of the past 

behind and advance the common interests (White House, 2009).  

In May 2010, the government presented the new National Security Strategy which outlined 

that the threats to the United States had changed dramatically since the end of the Cold War. 

Asymmetric threats including the spread of nuclear weapons to extremist groups was seen as 

the main challenges to U.S. national security. The strategy called for a replacement of the old 

approach to security in which expansionist great powers consisted the main, and defining, 

threats by emphasising the threat of asymmetrical warfare conducted by non-state armed 

groups (White House, 2010 p 17). Russia was seen as a partner nation and the cooperation 

between the United States and Russia was seen as critical. This was especially in cases were 

the countries could engage in cooperation in areas of mutual interests (Ibid, p 43). According 

to the strategy and the main security and foreign policy objectives in regard to Russia were to 

build a substantive multidimensional relationship which would remain stable between the 

countries. It was the intention of the government to promote a strong and prosperous Russia 

and the two nations would preferably engage in matters regarding non-proliferation, 

exemplified by the objective to reduce the two nations nuclear arsenals. The two countries 
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would cooperate to combat violent extremism, of which groups acting in Afghanistan was 

especially emphasised. In all together, Russia was seen as an emerging actor on the 

international stage with a strong voice which the United States could cooperate with to 

reaffirm an interdependent international community which eventually could abolish the 

thinking of foreign policy as a zero-sum game (Ibid, p 3).  

 

Perceptions and conditions of the U.S. government during the foreign policy 

process of 2008-2010 
 

The perceptions of the U.S. administration at the onset of the Georgian conflict was directed 

by the policy guidelines of 2006. These guidelines did not establish Russia as a potential 

threat to national security but rather as a partner on areas of mutual interests. The potential of 

Russia as a threatening entity within the international community was therefore not 

established within the administration which resulted in a lacking regarding belief or 

perception that Russia was to engage Georgia in a military conflict. This can be compared 

with the criteria of Hermann regarding early policy expectations which states that clearly 

specified and articulated problems reduces ambiguity and judgement errors regarding whether 

the current policy fulfils or fails to meet the demands of problems confronting the political 

leadership (Hermann, 1990, p 14-15). This resulted in a conflict between the established 

perceptions of the administration and the information regarding a threatening and militarily 

capable Russia. However, during the actual timespan of the Georgian war the U.S. 

government received and acted upon the new discrepant information arising from the fact that 

Russia had engaged a neighbouring country and thereby recognized the conflicting 

information. While the information conflicted with the previous perceptions of Russia as a 

stabile nation and international partner the government did choose to recognise it rather than 

disregard from the information altogether and thereby beginning a process of attitude change 

(Jervis, 1975, p 294). Both President Bush and Secretary of State Rice acknowledged the fact 

that Russia had violated Georgian territory and deemed the country’s actions as both 

threatening and completely unacceptable. Through their continuous work to establish a 

picture of the Russian involvement in the conflict, both by travelling to the country and to 

sign reports and diplomatic and intelligence resources, the leadership had begun a process of 

information bolstering and thereby reinforcing the validity of the discrepant information (Ibid, 

p 294-295). It is not possible to identify any considerable signs of disregard for new 

information in the government during the conflict itself. Rather, a process of attitude change 
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had begun to take place in which previous perceptions of Russia as a non-threatening actor 

had been replaced by the perception of an aggressive and unreliable great power through the 

process of information bolstering which had demanded that some pre-existing beliefs have 

had to be sacrificed (Ibid, p 295). This was clearly exemplified by Secretary Rice comparison 

of Russia’s actions in Georgia to the Soviet invasion of Czechoslovakia in 1968. It is also 

possible to see that the U.S. government began to act upon the new perception of Russia 

rather quickly by sending humanitarian aid to Georgia in face of the then ongoing Russian 

conflict which could be considered as an early example of resource allocation for an embryo 

of new policy in agreement with the criteria for policy change (Hermann, 1990, p 16). At the 

end of 2008 it is possible to identify steps of perceptions consistency and loss aversion. The 

Department of State continued negotiations with Russia in regards to nuclear proliferation and 

to combat extremism in line with the 2006 policy guidelines. The conflict in Georgia itself 

was exemplified as an example of the necessity of functioning relations with Russia to 

continue the cooperation on a follow-on treaty to START. This could be interpreted as an 

example of Loss aversion from the State Department in which the risks of failed negotiations 

in relation to the non-proliferation treaties and struggle towards violent extremism prevailed 

over changed established perceptions of Russia as a threatening entity (Gross Stein, 2016, p 

139). Moreover, the continued cooperation with Russia continues a clear example of 

perceptions consistency in which the State Department has preferred to retain their 

perceptions of Russia as a partner nation rather than as a military and political threat to the 

interests of the United States (Ibid, p 134). The retention of previous perceptions of Russia is 

also exemplified by the testimony of Secretary of Defense Robert Gates which acknowledged 

the military capability of Russia in the Georgian war but did not recognize Russia itself as a 

threatening actor. This was based on a comparison with the aspirations of the Soviet Union 

which could be seen as an example of perceptions simplicity in which previous perceptions 

and analogies are used to refute conflicting information (Ibid, p 133). During the period of 

2008 to 2010 it is also possible to identify major changes to the composition of the U.S. 

political leadership. In January 2009, the Bush administration was replaced by the 

government of President Obama. Both the positions of President and state Secretary was 

changed during this transformation. The statements of the then Secretary of State nominee 

Hillary Clinton in early January points towards perceptions consistency and loss aversion in 

which the relations with Russia should be normalized to facilitate cooperation in matters of 

nuclear non-proliferation. Moreover, the newly elected President Obama would fully establish 

consistency of previous perceptions of Russia by the so called “reset” of relations between the 
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two countries. This was primarily motivated through examples of loss aversions such as not to 

jeopardize the U.S. presence in Afghanistan, to facilitate further steps in matters of nuclear 

security and the fight against violent extremism. While Obama did recognise the discrepant 

information regarding Russia’s involvement and actions in Georgia he did not act upon the 

information to facilitate attitude change but rather saw it as a confirmation of the necessity of 

previous policies towards Russia through the means of policy consistency. The National 

Security Strategy of 2010 would establish the reset began by Obama, and some of the main 

policy objectives of the 2006 policy outlines. Russia was still considered a partner nation in 

matters of mutual interests, namely nuclear security and violent extremism but also in terms 

of retaining the global interdependence. The 2010 strategy consisted of few, if any changes, to 

previous policy on Russia and security and foreign policy in general and retains large 

elements of previous policies, however with some changes to the level of dedication. It could 

therefore be argued that the policy changes made qualifies as smaller adjustment changes 

which is also exemplified by unchanged objectives of U.S. policy towards Russia. The 

strategy would therefore not be identified as a change to U.S. foreign policy but rather 

constitute a form of policy continuity in accordance with the theoretically established 

categories of changes (Hermann, 1990, p 5).  

 

Analysis of U.S. security and foreign policy during the conflict in 

Ukraine 

 

U.S. Security and foreign policy and reactions  
 

The security and foreign policy guidelines of the United States at the onset of the conflict in 

Ukraine was the 2010 National Security Strategy which was established at the end of the 

previous period of U.S. foreign policy processes. The strategy called for the United States to 

maintain a stable and multidimensional relationship with Russia and the two countries were 

expected to cooperate in areas of mutual interests such as to advance non-proliferation by 

reducing the amount of nuclear weapons systems and to combat violent extremism (Ibid, p 

44). The increased role of Russia in the international community was recognized and the 

United States would engage in an increased cooperation with the country and maintain the 

countries mutual dependence within the international community (Ibid, p 3).  
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On February 27, Secretary Kerry stated that the administration had their eye on the events in 

the Ukraine and that he himself had been in contact with the Russian foreign minister to ask 

the Russian government for guarantees that the territorial integrity of Ukraine would be 

respected. Kerry further stated that the Russians had promised that existing treaties with 

Ukraine concerning the Russian naval facilities in Sevastopol would be respected and that 

Russian troop movements in the area had no connection to the political situation in the 

Ukraine (Department of State 2014 A.). On February 28 President Obama commented on the 

situation by stating that the Ukrainian people deserved to determine their own future. Obama 

was deeply concerned over reports of Russian forces operating inside Ukraine and that such 

actions would destabilize Ukraine and Europe as a whole. The United States would begin to 

coordinate with its European allies and Obama concluded the remarks by saying that any 

Russian military intervention in Ukraine would be costly (White House, 2014, A.).  

On March 1 Secretary Kerry condemned Russia for invading and occupying Ukrainian 

territory in violation of Ukraine’s territorial integrity and multiple international treaties such 

as the Helsinki Final Act and the basing agreement with Ukraine. Kerry concluded that this 

was a threat to the entire region around Ukraine and called for an immediate withdrawal of 

Russian troops. He further concluded that if Russia would fail to withdraw the U.S.-Russian 

relations would suffer greatly (Department of State, 2014, B.). On March 5 Kerry held a joint 

press conference with the Ukrainian foreign minister and stated that existing treaties, such as 

the Helsinki act, would be maintained and that Russia would refrain from violence and 

violations of the territorial integrity of Ukraine (Department of State, 2014, C.). The following 

day, Obama stated that the United States was mobilizing the international community to 

condemn the Russian intervention in Ukraine. The President had authorized sanctions towards 

individual officials who were responsible for the Russian violations. Obama concluded the 

remarks by stating that he had ordered Kerry to engage Russia and Ukraine in negotiations 

over a peaceful settlement and that he had asked the Congress for economic assistance to 

Ukraine (White House, 2014, B.).  

On March 16, Obama called the Russian President Putin and reaffirmed his position that 

Ukraine’s territory was not to be violated and informed him that the United States, in 

coordination with other European nations, would be prepared to impose costs on Russia for its 

violations and military build-up in the region (White House, 2014, C.). In March, Obama 

issued an executive order regarding sanctions towards several members of the Russian 

government for their involvement and continued actions in violation of Ukraine’s territorial 
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integrity (White House, 2014, D.). Obama did also meet with the Ukrainian Prime Minister 

Yatsenyuk and stated that the Russian actions in Ukraine as a breach of international law and 

a threat towards the sovereignty of Ukraine. Kerry had been in continuous contact with his 

Russian counterpart to facilitate a peaceful disengagement from Russia. He called for an aid 

package to Ukraine amounting 1 billion dollars and stated that the Russian occupation of 

Crimea was unacceptable. He further stated that the zero-sum actions of Russia made little 

sense in the 21st century (White House, 2014, E.). During late March Obama met with the 

NATO General Secretary Rasmussen and clarified that Russia’s incursion into Ukraine were a 

clear reminder of the necessity of the commitments made in NATO regarding Article 5. 

Obama urged the alliance to make further preparations and allocate additional resources for 

the commitments to article 5 so that every member state would feel secure in the wake of 

Russia’s violations of Ukrainian territorial sovereignty (White House, 2014, F.).  

In April, Obama stated that further consequences and cost could be imposed on Russia if they 

were to fail their commitments to the ongoing negotiations with Ukrainian representatives. 

The United States had coordinated responses with Germany, the United Kingdom and a 

selected number of European allies (White House, 2014, G.). Later that month Obama stated 

that Russia posed a threat towards the Atlantic bond between the European nations and the 

United States as well as the common goals of these nations. Some of the main goals which 

were under threat by Russia was a free and whole Europe which is at peace. Obama further 

stated that the Russian leadership must know that any continuous violations in Ukraine and 

the continued destabilization of the eastern parts of the country would result in additional 

costs, diplomatic isolation and increased sanctions (White House, 2014, D.). During April, 

Kerry revealed the government’s national security and foreign policy priorities of which the 

key issues concerned Russia and halting the destabilization of Ukraine. Kerry argued that the 

United States would hold Russian 19th century behaviour accountable with 21st century tools. 

Kerry stated that Russia had the objective to create chaos in Ukraine and that they actively 

engaged Ukraine with special forces. He further stated that the bipolar, straightforward 

choices of the Cold War were no longer available and that the current East-West order is more 

complicated because of new balances of power and new interests of nation states (Department 

of State, 2014 D.). 

In June, the U.S. government revealed that it had assisted Ukraine through monetary loans 

and crisis-response- and security packages equalling over a billion dollars, including material 

and equipment for the Ukrainian Armed forces and border guards. Moreover, Obama held a 
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speech in Warsaw in which he stated that the Russian actions in Ukraine would result in 

additional responses including an increased military presence in Europe (White House 2014, 

I.). Obama further stated that these resources would allow for a presence in the Eastern 

European nations and an increased assistance to Ukraine. NATO would stand by Ukraine and 

Russia’s occupation of Crimea and violations in Ukraine would not be accepted since the theft 

of a neighbour’s land could never be legitimized. Russia’s behaviour could also not be 

tolerated due to the amount of blood and treasure that had been dedicated to bringing Europe 

together and the dark tactics of the 20th century would not be allowed to define the new 

century (White House, 2014, J.). In July 2014, Obama commented the shoot-down of 

Malaysian Airlines Flight 17 by stating that these people had been senselessly killed over 

territory controlled by Russian-backed separatists in Ukraine and that U.S. intelligence had 

shown that Russia actively supported separatist across the Ukrainian border and had launched 

artillery strikes into Ukraine itself. Due to this Russia would face greatly increased sanction 

from the U.S. including the suspension of credit to investments and exports to Russia. Obama 

stated that Russia was effectively halting any diplomatic solution in Ukraine and that the 

country was isolating itself entirely from the international community, a choice which he 

accused the Russian President Putin to be directly responsible for (White House, 2014, K.).  

At the NATO Summit in Wales in early September, Obama reaffirmed that the Russia’s 

aggression against Ukraine was a threat to a free and peaceful Europe and that he had agreed 

to rotate additional forces to eastern Europe. He hoped that the newly brokered cease-fire 

between Russia and Ukraine would be respected and that the economic sanctions along with 

the increased NATO presence in Eastern Europe would deter Russia from additional 

aggression (White House, 2014, L.). Kerry stated that he hoped that the new ceasefire would 

result in the actual disengagement of Russian troops in Ukraine and that President Obama was 

prepared to launch new sanctions towards Russia. He further stated that he would join in 

discussion regarding how a long-term confrontation with Russia could be handled 

(Department of State, 2014, E.). In December, the Department of State presented a special 

report on U.S.-Russian relations including long-term policy options towards Russia. It 

concluded that the anti-American elements in Russia’s policy and behaviour could grow if 

Russia continues to define its role in the world as a counterpoint to U.S. policy and actions in 

the international community in reminiscent of the situation during the Cold War (Department 

of State, 2014, p 2). Recent causes for concern was the 2008 military invasion of Georgia, the 

2010 Russian military doctrine which state that NATO and the United States were the greatest 
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threats to Russia’s security and the fact that President Putin identified himself as opposed to 

Western values. Additional concerns were the Russian annexation of Crimea, which was 

deemed as the first time a nation had annexed territory in Europe since the end of World War 

II, and Russian military support for separatist in Ukraine including Russian military 

incursions into Ukrainian territory. Russia had also violated its obligations under the INF 

treaty by possessing, producing and testing ground-launched cruise missiles (Ibid, p 6). The 

Department of State outlined guidelines for the response to further Russian actions which 

included that the United States recognized the reality of the anti-American component in 

Russian foreign policy, that the U.S. avoids actions which could legitimate the changes to 

Ukraine’s borders and to ensure that NATO’s article 5 is not called into question by Russia 

(Ibid, p 29).  

In January 2015, Obama stated that the United States were demonstrating its power in regards 

to its strength and diplomacy by opposing the Russian aggression in Ukraine. He explained 

that some had suggested that President Putin’s aggression was a masterful display of strategy 

and strength. Obama instead confirmed that the Russian economy now was in decay due to 

the economic sanctions and that the United States stand by its allies. He concluded his 

remarks on Russia by stating that the United States leads with steady resolve, not bluster 

(White House, 2015, A). In February 2015, Obama stated that he hoped for a diplomatic 

solution to the conflict in Ukraine but that Russia had violated nearly every section of the 

newly brokered Minsk-agreement between Russia and Ukraine. He stated that Russia was 

operating on Ukrainian territory and coordinated attacks in cooperation with Ukrainian 

separatists. He further stated that the United States could not remain idle to these kinds of 

events in the 21st century and allow the border of Europe to be redrawn. Obama discussed the 

possibility of sending lethal weapons as part of new assistance packages to Ukraine but stated 

that the prospect of a military solution to the conflict was low due to the extraordinarily 

powerful military of Russia (White House, 2015 B.).  

In February 2015, the government of the United States issued a new National Security 

Strategy. The U.S. government remarked on several serious challenges to the security of the 

United States. Such challenges included violent extremists and terrorist attacks which was 

deemed to persist a continuous threat. However, the aggression by Russia was recognized as 

one of the major national security threats to the United States and to global security which 

needed to be met by increased deterrence and economic sanctions. The United States was to 

increase its efforts in the building of conflict preventing capacity to face potential inter-state 
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conflicts of which Russia’s actions in the Ukraine was seen as a worrying example (White 

House, 2015, C., p 10). According to the U.S. government, the actions of Russia were in 

violation of the standards and international norms which the international community had 

acknowledged since the end of the Cold War (Ibid). The Russian aggression in Ukraine had 

exemplified that the international norms against territorial aggression could not be taken for 

granted which affected European security. The United States was to commit itself to its 

European allies and Article 5 regarding the collective defence of the NATO member nations 

was considered to be of vital importance. This commitment would manifest itself through an 

increasing U.S. military presence in Europe which also included additional exercises and 

military presence in the Central and Eastern Europe to deter further aggression from the 

Russian federation (White House, 2015, C., p 25). The United States would strengthen its 

capacity to counter Russian propaganda and to support its allies facing Russian coercion in 

terms of strategic capabilities. Still, the government remarked that the door for further 

diplomatic cooperation with Russia would not be completely closed and if Russia chose to 

take a different oath in its foreign policy the United States would consider resumed 

collaboration in areas of common interests (Ibid).  

 

Perceptions and conditions of the U.S. government during the foreign policy 

process of 2014-2015 
 

The 2010 National Security Strategy established the governments pre-existing perceptions of 

Russia as a cooperative partner within the international community and especially in matters 

central to U.S. security and foreign policy objectives namely the struggle against international 

terrorism and extremism as well and nuclear non- proliferation. The policy expectations of a 

conflict encompassing Russia and a sovereign nation in Europe and a threatening Russia was 

something which absent from the of the 2010 National Security Strategy. This can be 

identified, as a failure by previously set policies to address foreign policy issues relations to 

similar events as the Russian annexation of Crimea and subsequent destabilization of Ukraine. 

The 2010 national security could therefore be seen as an ambiguous and unclear guideline for 

the administration during the conflict in Ukraine due to the uncertainty of policy fulfillment or 

failure (Hermann, p 16).  

While the U.S. government at first reacted to the events in the Ukraine it took time before the 

President and the Secretary of State came to any conclusions regarding Russia’s role in the 
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events. Still, when faced before discrepant information the government began a process of 

information bolstering by collecting and analysing information through diplomatic contacts 

with the Russian government and its own intelligence recourses in accordance with the initial 

steps of attitude change (Jervis, 1976, p 294-295). It is also possible to identify that the 

government refrained from adopting and maintaining its perceptions through the means of 

simplicity, consistency and loss aversion. Before the end March, the government had not only 

recognised Russia’s aggressive role by condemning its actions and perceiving them as threats 

to the entire security balance in Europe but had also began addressing direct measures 

towards Russia. The establishment of U.S. sanctions towards Russia as well as directly 

confronting the country with threats of additional costs clearly exemplifies that the 

government did not refrain from changing its perceptions through the means of loss aversion 

by reducing risks and impacts between the relations and security situation of the two countries 

(Gross Stein, 2016, p 139).  

The U.S. government began to develop alternatives to pre-existing policies through the 

increased cooperation and support of Ukraine and by imposing considerable sanctions 

towards the Russian economy and political leadership. Further developments of alternative 

policy objectives can be identified through the cooperation between allied nations to create a 

unified front towards Russia. These unified commitments included economic and diplomatic 

sanctions and, especially, a strengthened military posture in Eastern and Central Europe, 

openly motivated by the government as a mean of deterrence towards further Russian actions 

in relation to the conflict in Ukraine. These policy developments as well as continuous 

reviews and adoptions of new measures for the conduct of foreign policy would be a clear 

indicator of a strong process towards considerable foreign policy changes (Hermann, 1990 p 

19). The sanctions and massive military commitments also exemplify clear indicators of 

resource allocation to the processes of policy review, facilitating further possibilities of major 

changes to the conduct and objectives of foreign policy (Ibid, p 15.16). The economic 

assistance to Ukraine as well as the sanctions totalled for several billions of dollars together 

with the considerable personnel, material and economic commitments made through the 

forward basing of air and ground units as well as an increased naval presence in and around 

Europe. Furthermore, no considerable changes in the U.S. political leadership can be 

identified during the period which would facilitate a stronger monitoring and review of 

foreign policy and result in an unbroken chain of participation and implementation during the 

period (Ibid, p 19-20).  
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Finally, the National Security Strategy established by the government in February 2015 

highlights several departures from the previous foreign policy objectives including the 

perceived image of Russia’s role in relation to the security of the United States. While the 

threat of extremist and terrorism remained as considerable challenges to national security 

Russia was perceived as one of the most worrying and acute threatening entities due to their 

aggressive actions in the Ukraine, subsequent aggressive stance towards the United States and 

its European allies and the braking of established norms and security commitments within the 

international community. This clearly indicates a replacement of previous foreign policy 

objectives and goals and not only the methods and means for which the goals are to be 

achieved (Ibid, p 5). The foreign policy directives in relation to Russia was outlined as 

additional U.S. military presence in Europe as a deterrence to potential Russian actions and 

retained economic sanctions to impose costs on the Russian economy. This indicates that both 

measures and objectives were changed as part of the new security and foreign policy 

directives of the government which qualifies the 2015 National Security Strategy within the 

category of problem/goal change in which the initial foreign policy problem is forfeited and 

pursued by other means (Ibid).  

 

U.S. foreign policy on Georgia and Ukraine, matters of continuity or 

change  

 

It is clear that the two cases differed when considering both the governmental conditions for 

policy facilitation and the processes of changing perceptions. However, the two cases also 

shared some similarities during the initial stages of the foreign policy processes. Both cases 

contained similar situations regarding ambiguous and non-defined pre-existing policy 

guidelines offering little if any directions in the event of an aggressive stance from Russia. 

However, both governments quickly began the process of information bolstering and thereby 

the first steps of attitude change as defined by Jervis. While the government recognised 

discrepant information in relation to its pervious images and beliefs during both periods the 

leadership proved to be more prone to perceptions simplicity, consistency and loss aversion 

during and after the Georgian war of 2008. While the perceptions of the Bush government did 

seem to have been affected by the conflict any development in that regard was ended with the 

installation of a new government under Obama and the subsequent “reset” of relations under 



 

31 
 

his influence. The analysis shows that the effects of the changes to the composition of the 

government, in accordance with the theoretical suggestions of Hermann, during a formative 

moment of the security and foreign policy process could hardly be ignored. This is especially 

interesting in light of the subsequent lack of major governmental restructures regarding key 

actors, such as the office of the President, Secretary of State and Secretary of Defense, during 

the period from the annexation of Crimea until the adoption of the 2015 National Security 

Strategy.  

Contrary to the development during the Georgian war the U.S. government refrained from 

policy consistency during the conflict in Ukraine and would completely avoid the issue of loss 

aversion through the rather quick implementation of policy implying costs and risks for both 

Russia and the United States suggesting that the affecting conditions for the facilitation of 

threat perceptions by Gross Stein were to some extent supported. This seems to have 

contributed to the continued changes and reviews of U.S. foreign policy by continuously 

retaining the image of Russia as a threat to U.S. interests and security. The implementation of 

new policy alternatives and objectives was further facilitated during the period of 2014 to 

2015 by the allocation of resources both in terms of material, diplomatic measures and 

military means supporting and strengthening the commitment, and thereby the validity, of the 

need for changes to foreign policy. Also, the continuous political commitment by the 

government into developing new policy can hardly be underestimated when comparing the 

“reset” politics of 2009 with the clear condemnations, sanctions and posturing towards Russia 

after the annexation of Crimea.  

The outcomes of the two periods are also vastly different in terms of the perceptions regarding 

Russia. The 2010 National Security Strategy retained the previous perceptions of U.S. foreign 

policy concerning Russia by re-establishing the country as a viable partner nation and an 

important cooperative actor in international politics. The main foreign policy objectives 

concerning Russia outlined cooperation towards other areas of concern such as nuclear 

security and asymmetric threats through acts of terrorism which meant that U.S. foreign 

policy can only be categorised as subjected to smaller adjustments changes since the political 

objectives and purposes of these objectives remained the same. This would effectively mean a 

continuity of previous foreign policy as outlined in the 2006 National Security Strategy. Stark 

differences to the 2010 policy outcome can be found in the National Security Strategy of 2015 

in which Russia is established as one of the principal threats to the security of the United 

States. The perceptions of Russia did not only change but an entire attitude change towards 
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the country can be identified with a recognition of discrepant information and the avoidance 

of perceptions consistency.  

These change perceptions along with considerable commitments to military deterrence and 

sanction directed towards Russia can not only be categorised as a change of foreign policy but 

rather a Problem/goal change. That includes major changes to the entire set of foreign policy 

objectives and problem formulations along with the proposed measures and resources with 

which the external affairs of The United States will be implemented. In other words, the 

processes of the U.S. government during and after the Georgian war did not offer enough 

commitment and support to facilitate foreign policy change but leadership changes and the 

lack of established threatening perceptions of Russia instead resulted in a continuity of 

policies. Instead the lack of conflicting conditions for the government during the war in 

Ukraine resulted in a strong commitment to the development of new policy alternatives. The 

process of developing new policy alternatives was further facilitated by the establishment of 

Russia as a major security threat to the United States, increasing the perceived necessity of 

actions and changed policy towards Russia.  

 

Discussion and conclusion 
 

The analysis of the thesis shows that the theoretical framework utilised in the study did 

capture decisive events and changes within the U.S. government along the lines of the 

domestic governmental conditions for the facilitation of foreign policy change. While future 

studies within the area foreign policy analysis could encompass an even more refined set of 

conditioning factors for foreign policy decision-making it seems that an analytical approach 

based on Hermann’s criteria and a focus on key governmental actors consisting of the 

President, the Secretary of Defense and the Secretary of State can provide a good insight into 

the processes resulting in foreign policy change and continuity. The analysis of these actors 

also provided a detailed account of the threat perceptions of the government itself as well as 

how these perceptions affected the outcome of foreign policy decision-making. The level of 

insight provided through a combination of threat perceptions theory and Hermann’s 

framework for foreign policy analysis give merit to the overall approach of this thesis namely 

the framework of joint external and domestic sources for foreign policy change as suggested 

by Rosati, Hagan and Sampson. Still, the analysis would have benefited from even more 
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detailed operationalisations, especially when considering the application of threat perceptions 

theory. Still, this is partly the result of a limited amount of previous literature utilising the 

threat perceptions theory in a qualitative manner as well as in relation to the field of foreign 

policy analysis.  

Still, the subject of foreign policy change demands further investigation, especially when 

considering the need for increasingly effective causal chains between conditions and 

outcomes. Future research dedicated to an even more detailed analysis into the causality of 

variables such as the conditions and perceptions suggested by this thesis could examine the 

validity of the theoretical notions central to the conduct of this study. Furthermore, an 

analytical approach of theory development utilising elements of the results and theoretical 

framework of this thesis could serve as a basis for the continued refinement of existing theory, 

especially concerning the joint external and domestic approach as suggested by Rosati, Hagan 

and Sampson. The results of this study also highlight the importance of one set of conditions, 

namely changes to the composition of the government. It would therefore be recommendable 

to further analyse the effects of leadership change to the conduct of foreign policy beyond the 

scope and framework offered by this thesis. Finally, it is the belief of this author that further 

studies need to be conducted to test these affecting external and domestic conditions on other 

cases than those of contemporary U.S. foreign policy. Variations in the structure of 

government, and geographical proximity to threatening environments are just some of the 

potential conditions which would greatly differ from that of specific nation states such as the 

United States. Cross-national studies with a focus on similar or other affecting conditions for 

the conduct of foreign policy would therefore be of much use to the field of foreign policy 

analysis. Only by further efforts can we achieve an increased knowledge of foreign policy 

decision-making and attempt to close some of the gaps concerning the continuity or change of 

security and foreign policy.  
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