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 Introduction 

The rivalry between the EU and Russia over integration creates 
significant economic, political and security challenges for the 
countries in their shared neighbourhood, in particular Belarus and 
Ukraine1. One possibility for integration comes from the EU in the 
form of various projects, the major one being its Eastern Partner-
ship (EaP) Programme launched in 2009. The other integration 
offer is made by Russia, the most recent component of which is 
the Eurasian Economic Union (EEU) formalised in 2015. Following 
the dissolution of the Soviet Union in 1991, both Belarus and 
Ukraine received integration offers from the EU and Russia. How-
ever, the extent to which they accepted these offers varies signifi-
cantly over the analysed timeframe (1994-2020). It is conceptual-
ised in this study with an integration stance variable2. 

From 1994 to 2020, Belarus and Ukraine tried to develop 
closer relations with the European Union. However, Belarus, in 
contrast to Ukraine, did not sign an Association Agreement (AA) 
with the EU. In addition, the ratification process of the EU-Belarus 
Partnership and Cooperation Agreement (PCA), which was nego-
tiated in 1995, has been suspended by the EU since 1997 in re-
sponse to a worsening political climate in Belarus (Zagorski, 2002; 
Bosse and Korosteleva-Polglase, 2009). Overall, Belarus is often 
viewed as a country where the EU has failed to exercise its exter-
nal governance approach (Bosse, 2012; Korosteleva, 2012). Unlike 
its limited engagement with the EU, Belarus has fully accepted 
Russia’s integration offer over the last three decades. After the 
breakup of the Soviet Union, Belarus became a full member of the 
Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS) and thereafter took 
several further steps to strengthen its integration with Russia. The 

 
1  This study primarily focuses on socio-economic and political integration 

projects and does not include military integration initiatives, such as North 
Atlantic Treaty Organisation (NATO) or Collective Security Treaty Organisa-
tion (CSTO). 

2  A definition and operationalisation of integration stance and the other varia-
bles applied in this research are provided in the Research Design, p. 63.  
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most recent of Russia’s integration components, which was ac-
cepted by Belarus, is the Eurasian Economic Union. 

Ukraine accepted parts of both the EU’s and Russia’s integra-
tion offers during the time period from 1994 to 2020. Unlike Bela-
rus, it signed and ratified a PCA with the EU and became part of 
both bilateral and multilateral tracks of EaP, signing and ratifying 
the Association Agreement, including the Deep and Comprehen-
sive Free Trade Area (DCFTA). In regard to Russia’s integration 
offer, Ukraine accepted most of its components only partially. For 
example, it gained associate instead of full membership in the CIS, 
acquired the status of an observer, not a full member, in the Eura-
sian Economic Community and did not join the Eurasian Econom-
ic Union.  

There are diverse factors that affect countries’ foreign policy 
choices, and the interplay of these factors results in different inte-
gration stances, representing an interesting subject for analysis. 
The main objective of this book is to analyse and explain the inte-
gration policy of Ukraine and Belarus in relation to Russia and the 
EU from 1994 to 2020. In 1994, Aliaksandr Lukashenka was elect-
ed president of Belarus and Leonid Kuchma was elected president 
of Ukraine marking new phases in the foreign policy trajectories 
of their countries. The most important developments immediately 
following the collapse of the Soviet Union (from 1991 to 1994) are 
addressed in the Empirical Part while the post-2020 developments 
are discussed in the Conclusions.  

The central research question that constitutes the backbone of 
this study is: “What are the main factors which account for the 
different integration stances of Belarus and Ukraine vis-à-vis the 
EU and Russia during the period 1994-2020?”. 

This overarching research question is divided into a set of 
sub-questions: 

1. To what extent has each case country accepted the inte-
gration offers of the EU and Russia (this translates into 
their integration stance) during 1994–2020? 



 INTRODUCTION 19 

 

2. What are the main international factors (structural varia-
bles) that affect the integration stances of the case coun-
tries? 

3. Who are the main actors and what is the constellation of 
domestic interests that affect the integration stances of the 
case countries?  

4. How is the nexus of domestic and international variables 
reflected in the integration game, and when does one set 
of factors prevail over the other? 

The question of integration falls under the domain of foreign 
policy, but it also has a strong domestic dimension. Therefore, to 
understand the integration stances of Ukraine and Belarus, it is 
necessary to explore both the international and domestic levels of 
analysis. To address the above research question and sub-
questions, this study applies Robert Putnam’s two-level game 
approach (1988) and adapts it to an analysis of integration policy 
in countries with different types of non-democratic regimes. 

According to the two-level game theoretical model, interna-
tional negotiations can be framed as a combination of two games 
which the head of state has to play at two levels: Level I—
international negotiation between national leaders attempting to 
reach an agreement; Level II—domestic negotiation between vari-
ous constituents in each country about whether to ratify the 
agreement. The set of all possible agreements that can gain domes-
tic approval are defined as a win-set (Putnam, 1988: 437). 

According to Putnam, there are three main factors that de-
termine the size of a win-set: 1) domestic (Level-II) political insti-
tutions, including ratification procedures in the parliament; 2) the 
distribution of power, preferences and possible coalitions among 
domestic constituents; and 3) the strategies of the international 
(Level-I) negotiator. 

However, when Putnam wrote his seminal work (in 1988) he 
had neither the EU nor the post-Soviet countries in mind. His case 
study focused on the G7 Bonn Summit negotiations involving 
democratic states. The specifics of the case countries in this re-
search is that they represent different types of non-democratic 
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regimes, ranging from consolidated authoritarianism in Belarus to 
competitive authoritarianism in Ukraine. Therefore, Putnam’s 
original framework needs to be adapted before it can be applied to 
an analysis of integration policy in Belarus and Ukraine vis-à-vis 
the EU and Russia. This study introduces the following adapta-
tions: 

First, Putnam’s framework is expanded from two game 
boards to three. This modification is necessary because this re-
search focuses on a more complex situation where, instead of a 
simple bilateral negotiation, the leader of each target country (Bel-
arus and Ukraine) is engaged in separate negotiations with two 
external actors (the EU and Russia).  

Second, a set of international (structural) factors affecting a 
country’s integration stance is developed by merging the two-
level game framework with literature on Europeanization and 
external democracy promotion. 

Third, the domestic level of analysis is adjusted to authoritar-
ian settings of varying degrees in order to analyse how a political 
regime affects the size of a win-set in each case country. Further-
more, an acceptability set variable is introduced. It defines the 
integration preferences of the president, who in Putnam’s termi-
nology acts as Level-I negotiator. The study analyses under which 
conditions the acceptability set overlaps with the win-set.  

As a result, a comprehensive analytical toolbox is developed, 
consisting of actor-centred and structural explanatory variables, 
and applied in a subsequent empirical analysis. The following 
variables are analysed:  

International:  
1. Attractiveness of the integration offers: 

 Costs 
 Benefits 

2. Economic linkages between a case country and an external ac-
tor: 

 Trade flows 
 Foreign financial support 
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Domestic:  
1. Size of a win-set, conditioned by:  

 The role of Level-II political institutions, including ratifi-
cation procedures in the parliament 

 The distribution of power, preferences and possible coali-
tions among Level-II actors 

 The strategies of the Level-I negotiator 
2. Size of an acceptability set of the Level-I negotiator and its cor-
relation with a win-set, conditioned by: 

 Type of political regime 

The findings of this study support the argument that Belarus 
and Ukraine are not merely pawns on a chessboard lacking con-
trol of their own affairs. On the contrary, they can assert their own 
foreign policy preferences through bargaining strategies and a 
margin of resistance to external pressures. The fundamental factor 
driving the variation between the integration stances of Belarus 
and Ukraine is the difference in their political structures—a con-
solidated authoritarian regime in Belarus and a competitive au-
thoritarian regime in Ukraine.  

In Belarus, the policy preferences of the governmental actors, 
the political opposition, business elites and the mass public do not 
constrain the Level-I negotiator (the president). This is because 
these domestic constituents do not act as veto players, and they do 
not take an active role in the foreign policy-making process. 
Therefore, any foreign policy option preferred by the Level-I ne-
gotiator (an option that lies within the leader’s acceptability set) 
can be accepted at the domestic level. Russia’s integration offer 
has so far been more attractive to Belarusian leadership because it 
has lower costs and higher benefits in comparison to the EU’s 
integration offer. The latter is based on the conditionality principle 
and requires certain democratisation reforms which may be det-
rimental to the power of Belarusian president—Aliaksandr 
Lukashenka—who has been in office since 1994. Thus, strong eco-
nomic linkages with Russia, which have helped the authoritarian 
regime in Belarus to survive, and the inability of pro-Western 
forces in the country to challenge decisions of the political leader-
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ship, have contributed to the formation of Belarus’ pro-Russian 
integration stance over the analysed timeframe.  

In Ukraine, on the other hand, some domestic constituents, 
whose preferences form the win-set, have acted as veto-players 
(for example, oligarchs, the political opposition and the mass pub-
lic during different presidential tenures). Therefore, not every 
policy option can be accepted at the domestic level. Thus, the win-
set of Ukraine is smaller in comparison to that of Belarus and it 
“places greater constraints” on the Level-I negotiator. In such a 
configuration, a political leader has to balance between different 
policy options and pursue a multi-vector integration stance. Prior-
itisation of one of the integration vectors (pro-Russian or pro-EU) 
can lead to defection from a previous integration agreement and 
potentially to an incumbent’s loss of power. This can be exempli-
fied by the ouster of Viktor Yanukovych from Kiev in 2014 and the 
subsequent foreign policy crisis in Ukraine. Despite having eco-
nomic linkages with Russia comparable to that of Belarus, the 
different domestic political structure in Ukraine allowed Western-
izing political forces to challenge the decisions of Ukrainian lead-
ership and advance their policy choices.  

Although the topic of rivalry between the EU and Russia in 
the Eastern Neighbourhood has been the subject of numerous 
works (Dragneva and Wolczuk, 2012; Blockmans et al., 2012; Dias, 
2013; Dutkiewicz and Sakwa, 2014; Lane and Samokhvalov, 2015), 
the internal politics of the case countries—Belarus and Ukraine—
towards the competing integration offers have not received suffi-
cient academic attention. When analysing the integration rivalry 
in Eastern Europe, scholars tend to argue from the perspective of 
the EU and Russia. However, research examining the target coun-
tries for the purpose of finding patterns and explanations for their 
behaviour is limited. This gap in the literature, highlighted in 
greater detail in the Literature Review chapter, emphasises the 
significance of this study. The primary objective of this research is 
to open this “black box” and more closely scrutinise the domestic 
contexts of the case countries by developing and analysing factors 
that can explain their different integration stances in relation to 
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the EU and Russia. In order to realise this objective, the study 
aims: 

First, to adapt the two-level game approach (which was orig-
inally applied to democracies) to an analysis of different types of 
non-democratic regimes.  

Second, to provide a nuanced and comprehensive analysis of 
domestic preference building in Belarus and Ukraine, instead of 
focusing exclusively on the EU’s or Russia’s policies vis-à-vis 
these states. 

Third, to build an analytical framework that can be applied 
in further comparative analyses in the field of integration studies.  

As a result, this study endeavours to increase the empirical 
knowledge about policy-making in countries with non-democratic 
regimes, and develops a theory-based foreign policy analysis of 
the post-Soviet states. 

This research is designed to allow for a systematic compari-
son of the integration policies of Belarus and Ukraine, covering 
the entire period following the dissolution of the Soviet Union 
until 2020. In order to obtain a comprehensive understanding of 
the integration stances of the two post-Soviet countries, this study 
identifies the contours of the integration offers by examining vari-
ous components of integration and defines their costs and benefits 
for the target countries. It evaluates the extent to which the inte-
gration offers have been accepted and analyses the important fac-
tors that facilitate or constrain integration choices.  

This study uses a qualitative methodology and a compara-
tive case study research design in an effort to trace the causal 
mechanisms of policy-making in Belarus and Ukraine. The validi-
ty of the research results is enhanced by the application of several 
methods, including document analysis and expert interviews in 
the case countries and external actors. 

The main empirical challenge associated with this research is 
that examining policy-making and preference formation requires a 
detailed analysis of the domestic political context. This is difficult 
to research in post-Soviet countries, especially in closed states 
with consolidated authoritarian regimes, such as Belarus.  
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The innovative contribution of this book consists of several 
components. 

First, it develops a foreign policy analysis of post-Soviet 
states based on the two-level game theoretical approach and im-
proves the research community’s understanding of the past and 
present dynamics between Russia, the EU, and their shared 
neighbourhood. In doing so, it contributes to advancing research 
on the political regimes of Belarus and Ukraine and sheds light on 
the reasons and genesis of the 2020 Belarus crisis and the 2022 
Russia-Ukraine war, exploring their implications for broader East-
ern European region. 

Second, the findings of this study can have important policy 
implications for how external actors, such as the EU, can succeed 
in facilitating domestic reforms in the Eastern Partnership coun-
tries. For example, it may not be fully correct to discuss the “nor-
mative role” of the EU in the region without addressing the speci-
ficity of each target country. 

Third, by adapting the chosen theoretical model this research 
merges several strands of academic literature and contributes to 
their development. Inter alia, it addresses the primary critiques of 
the EU’s external governance approaches. 

The research consists of four main parts and proceeds as fol-
lows. 

First, the Theoretical Part provides a Literature Review and 
identifies various strands of academic scholarship on which this 
work draws and to which it contributes. It then identifies the main 
theoretical approaches conventionally applied in integration re-
search and demonstrates the relevance of the two-level game 
framework for addressing the research question. The next chapter 
of the Theoretical Part describes the modifications to the two-level 
game approach that are necessary for an analysis of integration 
policy in the Eastern Neighbourhood. The analytical approach is 
used to construct a set of explanatory variables, consisting of do-
mestic and international factors, which is applied in the empirical 
analysis of the two case studies. 
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Second, the Research Design Part outlines the conceptualisa-
tion and operationalisation of the dependent and independent 
variables. 

Third, the Empirical Part is divided into two case studies an-
alysing the integration policies of Ukraine and Belarus. The chap-
ters in this part follow a similar structure. First, international fac-
tors and second, the domestic factors that influence the country’s 
integration stances are analysed. The final chapter of each empiri-
cal case study uses the identified factors to analyse integration 
games involving the case countries and the two external actors, 
Russia and the EU. 

Finally, the Conclusions summarise the findings, outline the 
contributions of this study and spell out an agenda for further 
research. 
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