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Abstract 
The Russia-Ukraine conflict is the most serious test of European security in 
the 21st century and the forgone conclusion is that Russia can easily prevail in 
the conflict, but this has not been the case. This article uses a contingency 
theory approach to report findings on the riddle why Russia has not easily de-
feated Ukraine. I report findings based on a contingency theoretical perspec-
tive that indicates Russian victory is unlikely because of negative contingen-
cies having direct impact on the Russian economy including a sharp reduction 
in the value of the Russian ruble, the potential for political loss of support of 
the middle class for President Putin, diplomatic and political isolation and 
danger of escalation of the war, affecting Russia to a greater degree than the 
Ukraine. 
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1. Introduction 

President Putin allegedly stated: “If I wanted, Russian troops could not only be 
in Kiev in two days, but in Riga, Vilnius, Tallinn, Warsaw or Bucharest, too” [1]. 
So, the big question is, why isn’t he? The purpose of this article is to shed some 
light on this riddle by analyzing the contingency factors affecting Russia and 
Ukraine and discuss the consequences for the two countries. This article argues 
that contingency factors limit the options and freedom of action for the Russian 
government in a total war with Ukraine. Particularly, the Russian government 
needs to take into consideration the impact the Ukraine conflict has and will 
have on all aspects of life in the Russian Federation; these consequences are 
many. First is the direct impact on the economy as consequences of the sanc-
tions imposed by, primarily, the United States and the European Union. The 
Russian ruble has taken a hit in the currency markets, capital flight is rampant 
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and shortage of certain consumer goods is nibbling at the political support of the 
middle class for President Putin. Second, the Russian government faces an in-
creasing diplomatic and political isolation which is detrimental to its status as a 
world player and hurts President Putin’s personal status and reputation inter-
nally and globally and, the new round of USA sanctions by the President Trump 
administration further isolates Russia. Third, there is the ever-present danger of 
escalation of the war between Russia and Ukraine by use of weapons of mass de-
struction and plausible intervention by other countries. Forth, Russia commit-
ment to Syria and plausibility of a war on the Korean peninsula further limits 
Russia’s resources available to wage war with Ukraine. 

Similarly, the contingency factors impact Ukraine and the Ukraine govern-
ment, much of it negatively. The economy has slipped into a recession, the 
Ukraine currency has fallen by as much as half, large sections of its key energy 
and industrial areas have come under Russian control, internal refugees put a 
severe strain on the social security system and the loss of Donbass industry and 
Crimea shrank the Ukraine economy by 25%. On the positive side, Ukraine has 
achieved widespread sympathy for its struggle against Russia and governments 
and international organizations have rallied to its support. Some may think that 
the largest country on earth with the second largest nuclear weapons stockpile 
could easily defeat a country with only a population of about 45 million. Indeed, 
the simple calculation of the military power of the Russia overwhelms [2] but, I 
argue that contingency factors and their consequences affect both countries but 
Russia more negatively. Hence the outcome of the conflict is a stalemate. 

The paper is organized into five main parts: first, is the introduction; second, 
the qualitative design and methodology used are described; third, a short theo-
retical review of the literature streams used as a theoretical basis for the research 
domain and related proposition; fourth, evidence for the global contingencies of 
the war for Russia and Ukraine are presented; finally, conclusions are drawn. 

2. Methodology 

This paper uses an explanatory qualitative case study methodology [3] where the 
researcher departs from a theory widely used in international relations, business 
strategy and political science literature. The theory is used to guide the collection 
of secondary information, which is then analyzed by categorization and com-
parison among the relevant stakeholders as recommended in the research me-
thodology literature [4] [5] [6]. As sources for evidence, I used open source ar-
ticles, reports and websites. Additional insight was developed by observation 
during frequent visits to Ukraine. Cross referencing and multiple sources of evi-
dence were used to validate claims where plausible. To control for plausible bi-
ases in the data collection, analysis and findings two peers to reviewed earlier 
drafts of this article and offer critical reviews. As a result, new sources of data 
were used, the analysis was improved and the discussion, implication and con-
clusion sections were improved. I owe them much for the constructive feedback. 
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3. Theory and Proposition 

This paper uses the contingency theory approach, which is widely used in the 
international relations, business strategy, political power and behavioral sciences, to 
solve the riddle why Russia has not gained a quick victory in the war with 
Ukraine. Such contingency approach to researching plausible outcomes of con-
flicts and strategies has been advocated in the literature [7] [8] [9]. The contin-
gency theory’s foundational disciplines are biology, political sociology and sys-
tem theory [10] [11] [12] [13]. The contingency theory presumes the leaders 
adapt their organization to fit the contextual environment and that they are of-
ten limited in their freedom of action because of contextual issues. Thus, they 
must, to a degree, capitulate to the demands of the contextual environment in 
their policy formulation [14] [15]. In 1978, Pfeffer, and Salancik, [15] merged 
contingency and resource theories emphasizing that the value of a resource, such 
as strategic missiles, is contingent upon the current critical resource demand. 
This explains why Russia’s large military and strategic ballistic missiles are of lit-
tle value in the fight against Ukraine as Russia needs them to meet other threats. 
In 1951, Zimmerman [16] supports this view and considers contingencies as en-
vironmental factors determining what resources are available, thus what decision 
can be taken. And in 1956, Sprout and Sprout [17] concurred and added intang-
ible resources to the contingency pool and then in 1957 they emphasized the role 
of information about the environment and decision maker’s thought processes 
as environmental contingencies for foreign policy decisions. From the contin-
gency theory perspective, I expect that Russia and Ukraine have contingencies 
with consequences that may limit their freedom of action and act as hindrance 
or benefit in the war. The preliminary investigation appears to indicate that 
these contingencies are more favorable to Ukraine than to Russia. Hence, the 
following proposition is postulated: 

Proposition: contingencies and consequences of the war are negatively af-
fecting Russia more than Ukraine. 

4. Global Contingencies and the Consequences of the War 
for Russia and Ukraine 

Russia’s aggression towards Ukraine has not been a smooth sailing for Moscow 
and the question is what is the riddle? How come a great superpower has not 
easily and fast overtaken the much smaller Ukraine. I propose several plausible 
explanations to this riddle below. The explanations are neither supposed to be a 
complete list of explanations nor the only explanations but, the ones I have men-
tioned provide a different perspective than commonly expressed in the public 
media and academic literature reviewed above and they include military, eco-
nomic, diplomatic and geopolitical contingencies limiting Russia’s options in 
Ukraine. The pro-Russian forces have failed to gain complete control of Donetsk 
and Lugansk districts and their further advances into Ukraine have been stopped 
by the Ukrainian forces, which came as a surprise to the Russian generals after 
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the easy victory in the Crimea. The fierce resistance by the Ukrainian army, best 
demonstrated by the 242-day battle for the Donetsk Airport, upset the Russian 
plans for total domination of the Donbass basin and left the $860 million airport 
in complete ruin. In addition, the Russian military must consider the Ukraine’s 
substantial military capabilities, such as a large conventional weapons stockpile 
and biological, chemical, nuclear and radiological weapons potential as analyzed 
by [18]. 

The economic consequences for the Russian economy have been severe. The 
Russian ruble has taken a beating on foreign exchange markets and lost 50 per-
cent of its value since January of 2014, partially due to international sanctions 
over the Ukraine conflict. To add to this problem, Russia suffered a capital flight 
of $151 billion in 2014 and $114 billion 2015 with the foreign currency reserves 
reaching a low of $356 billion in May of 2015. Such capital flight cannot be sus-
tained for long and the Russian government responded with a two-prone strate-
gy of limiting capital outflows and encouraging Russians and Russian companies 
to repatriate capital to Russia. These measures were partially successful and Rus-
sia’s foreign currency reserves rose to $418 billion in late 2017. Still, this is more 
than $104 billion lower than the reserves stood in October 2013 when the Euro-
maidan protest begun in Kiev [19]. 

Similarly, Russian trade sanctions on Ukraine have hurt the Russian economy 
as much needed components for the Russian military industrial complex manu-
factured in Ukraine has dried up. The Ukrainian components facilitated Russia’s 
export of contracted military equipment such as the AN140 tactical airplane and 
Mi-38 transport helicopter, the Ka-52 and Mi-28 attack helicopters. These heli-
copters are designed to use engines made by Ukraine’s Motor Sich plant [20]. 
Also, Ukraine was one of Russia’s biggest trade partners before the conflict. For 
example, Ukraine was the largest buyer of Russian gas as it purchased 60 billion 
cubic meters of gas in 2012 which dwarfs Germany’s purchases of 38 billion cu-
bic meters, the second largest customer for Russian gas. Also, Ukraine was a re-
liable and cheap supplier of agricultural products to Russia which imported 
meat, gains, milk, vegetables, fruit and processed food products from Ukraine. 
Hence the Russian sanctions on Ukraine hurt Russia greatly from an economic 
point of view and Russia’s aspirations for further integration with the European 
Union appears to be out of the questions [21]. 

Another blow to the Russian economy was the collapse of price of oil from 
over $100 in 2013 to as low as $28 in 2015 and a low $50 s in 2017. This must be 
a great concern for Russia as one half of its export revenue is energy related. The 
state-run media has alleged that the collapse of the price of oil is engineered by 
the USA with aid from Saudi Arabia to punish Russia for its interference in 
Ukraine [22]. Both President Putin and the Rosneft Chief Executive Officer Igor 
Sechin have echoed those allegations [23] [24]. True or not, President Putin is 
likely to be aware that it was a similar collapse in oil prices that caused Russia to 
default on its debt in 1998 and ultimately resulted in the resignation of President 
Yeltsin. Additional contingencies for Russian decision makers are diplomatic 
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isolation, unfavorable world media and the additional sanctions. Particularity, 
the H.R. 3364 - Countering America’s Adversaries Through Sanctions Act of 
2017 and H.R. 1644 which will, if passed by the US Senate and signed by the 
President Trump, put enormous pressure on Russia. 

Furthermore, the Russian commitment to the war in Syria is another contin-
gency that puts more demands on Russia’s military and economic resources as 
the end of that war is nowhere in sight. Moreover, the diplomatic and military 
danger of being in direct conflict with military elements that may be receiving 
active support from the United States sets the stage for an accidental war with 
NATO countries. A case in point is the Turkish downing of the Russian fighter 
airplane on 24/11 2015 is a case in point [25] and the Wall Street Journal reports 
that Russian airplanes in Syria had bombed a base used by U.S. special forces on 
the 16 June 2016 only a day after it had been vacated [22]. Likewise, the escala-
tion of tensions on the Korean peninsula prompted Russia to move additional 
military forces to the North Korean boarder further reducing the military forces 
available for the Ukraine war. And, Kim Jong Un’s threat to fire missiles at 
Guam on August 15, 2017 raised the risk of war in the Pacific to crisis level 
leading to further dispersal of Russian military resources, thus, limiting the mil-
itary resources available to fight the war with Ukraine. Although the acquisition 
of Crimea was well received by the Russian public and raised President Putin’s 
approval rating, a total war with the brothers in Ukraine is unlikely to be well 
received by the Russian public concerned about multiple threats to world secu-
rity. Next, I will discuss the consequence of the war for Ukraine. 

There is significant evidence Russia’s war with Ukraine, employing hybrid 
tactics, is having a significant negative impact on Ukraine. The Ukraine currency 
has collapsed in value; in the first two months of 2015, the Ukraine currency lost 
40% of its value prompting international rating services to downgrade the coun-
try’s sovereign debt to Ca, which means an imminent risk of default [26] [27]. 
Ukraine has de facto defaulted on its sovereign foreign debt, the GDP has de-
clined by as much as a quarter, hyperinflation has doubled the price of basic 
food, while electricity, water and gas prices rose 553% in 2015 [28]. The Crimea 
is lost and the critical Donbass basin, one of the key industrial engines of the 
Ukrainian economy, is lost or devastated. Sixty-five coal mines have been lost 
resulting in severe coal shortages for the coal fired electricity plants, which pro-
duce 38% of Ukraine’s electricity and most of the coal fired district heating 
plants in major cities. In the fall of 2015, only a two-week supply of coal was in 
stock and three months’ supply of gas was in storage with little signs of further 
external supplies [29] [30]. How the Kiev government managed to keep the 
lights and heat on during the 2015/16 and 2016/7 winters is a mystery. The offi-
cial story, circulated in the Ukrainian media, is that reverse flow of gas from the 
EU has made up the shortage but, the share volume of gas consumed by 
Ukraine, which is about twice the total German imports of natural gas from 
Russia, makes this explanation doubtful. A more likely explanation is that a se-
cret deal has been made where the EU pays for or guarantees the payments for 
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Ukrainian gas imports from Russia. The annexation of Crimea and loss of some 
of the Donbass industries had severe impact on Ukrainian banks because of 
non-performing loans from these regions. The borrowers from the Ukrainian 
banks didn’t pay their debts but, they collected or transferred their bank bal-
ances in the Ukrainian banks. More than 20 Ukrainian banks went into liquida-
tion or receivership in the first two years of the crisis [31] [32] and, by 2017 the 
Ukrainian government owned 55% of the banking system after the country’s 
largest bank, Privat Bank, had to be saved by the government. Also, Russia was 
one of Ukraine’s biggest export markets, which has been closed by Russian sanc-
tions and the Ukrainian counter-sanctions. The combined economic shocks of 
hyperinflation, loss of the Donbass and Crimea, cost of the war in Donbass, ex-
port restrictions to Russia, banking crisis and the collapse in the value of the 
Ukraine hryvnia have devastated the Ukrainian economy. 

On the diplomatic front, Russia has scored significant victories with the Minsk 
1 and Minsk 2 agreements, which stipulated semi-autonomous status for Lu-
gansk and Donetsk regions as this was a de facto capitulation by the Poroshenko 
government. Although, Russian information warfare tactics attempt to under-
mine the support for the Kiev government both in Ukraine and worldwide, the 
Ukraine’s government survived a no-confidence vote on 16 February 2016. 
However, the Ukrainian Prime Minister Arseniy Yatsenyuk resigned on the 10 
April 2016 because of corruption allegations. His resignation may have streng-
thened the position of President Poroshenko and may ultimately lead to more 
unified and effective government in Ukraine. This dire situation in Ukraine is 
partially offset by favorable world media and help from the EU, USA, IMF and 
other international institutions. This includes a 40$ billion IMF bailout package 
negotiated in late 2015, which is to be implemented in tranches coinciding with 
the implementation of economic and governance reforms by the Ukraine gov-
ernment. 

Moreover, the armed forces of Ukraine have gained moral and material sup-
port from abroad. An Ukrainian-Polish-Lithuanian brigade has been established 
and negotiations are underway to establish a Ukraine, Romania and Bulgaria 
joint brigade [33]. NATO has given Ukraine a comprehensive package of aid in 
the security and defense sector [34] and, Ukraine has received material support 
and training from the USA and UK. Canada has chipped in and it is providing 
military training to the Ukraine army and, the two countries have signed a free 
trade agreement. Additionally, the Ukraine armed forces co-operation and 
competence was strengthened by co-hosting the 17th Sea Breeze fleet exercises in 
the Black Sea in July 2017, in which 17 NATO nations participated. The 
co-hosting of the all arms exercises by the USA and Ukraine is a clear indication 
of the commitment NATO has made to the defense of Ukraine [35]. 

Even with intense efforts by Russia, Ukraine survived the annexation of Cri-
mea and the military onslaught on the Donbass and fought the military situation 
to a stalemate and, after more than three years of conflict, Ukraine has not col-
lapsed into the Russia’s hands. 
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5. Conclusion 

The evidence supports the proposition that Ukraine has more contingency fac-
tors in its favor than Russia. Hence the answer to the riddle why Russia has not 
waged a total war on Ukraine and conquered Kiev is that external and internal 
contingency factors, such as economic, diplomatic and geopolitical contingen-
cies, have limited Russia’s actions. Furthermore, the plausibility of Russia waging 
a total war on the Ukraine is unlikely to happened because, of the Ukraine mili-
tary’s defense capability and NATO and US support. Moreover, it appears that 
the tide of public and government opinion in Ukraine and western countries is 
so persuasively against Russia that the opportunity for Russia to influence events 
in Ukraine by non-violent means is going to be very limited for the foreseeable 
future. The world opinion is favorable towards Ukraine’s struggle for its inde-
pendence, the armed forces of Ukraine are fully mobilized, Ukraine has a gov-
ernment and military that has gained legitimacy via elections, the surrounding 
countries, such as Poland and the Baltic states have mobilized and generally 
NATO has built up its forces on Russia’s borders. The EU, IMF and World 
Bank, as well as, many European governments have committed to Ukraine. 
Consequently, the contingency factors negatively affecting Russia have grown 
since the conflict started and this has benefited Ukraine and, Russia’s opportu-
nity to take Kiev by military means is lost. 
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