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On July 4, US President Donald Trump publicly 
expressed disappointment in and frustration with 
Russian President Vladimir Putin: “. . . He’s very 
nice all the time, but it turns out to be meaningless.” 
By July 14, Trump had issued an ultimatum: Rus-
sia had 50 days (September 2) to accept a cease- 
fire, or the United States would respond accor- 
dingly. Trump could authorize the purchase of 
Patriots by Ukraine and threaten tariffs and secon-
dary sanctions against Russia if no cease-fire 
emerges. 

However, Russia consistently states that it will 
only negotiate with Ukraine once Ukraine is de- 
feated. Russia feels it can “play Trump,” and through 
negotiations about negotiations shred US strategic 
credibility, weaken and isolate Ukraine, divide Euro-
pe and consolidate Global South support. Vladimir 
Frolov notes: “Moscow will not adjust its strategic 
goals in the conflict and soften its negotiating posi-
tion as long as it has an advantage on the battle-
field.” As war is now the functional foundation of 
Putin’s regime, why would Putin negotiate? 
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INTRODUCTION

The following analysis summarizes the eighth George C. Marshall European Center for Security Studies (GCMC) 
Strategic Competition Seminar Series (SCSS) virtual seminar for US fiscal year 2025 (October 2024 to September 
2025). On July 22, 2025, under the Chatham House rule, presenters Iuliia Osmolovska and Donald Jensen, in a 
session moderated by Graeme Herd, provided insights on Russian leaders’ negotiations tactics. This summary 
reflects the historical realities of the conflict at the time of the seminar.

https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2025/jul/09/trump-administration-news-today
https://www.forbes.ru/mneniya/541931-50-dnej-na-razmyslenia-pocemu-moskva-ne-menaet-svoih-pozicij-v-otnosenii-ukrainy
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This seminar offered a timely opportunity to iden-
tify the general enduring factors that provide con- 
tinuity in how Russians view negotiations, and it 
provided a more context-specific focus on Rus-
sian tactics and tricks in actual negotiations them- 
selves, particularly as they relate to Ukraine, 
including possible future scenarios.

ENDURING FEATURES
In considering continuity through time in Russian 
negotiating behavior, it is worth pondering the 
words of Joseph Stalin in 1913. “A diplomat’s 
words must contradict his deeds—otherwise what 
sort of a diplomat is he? Words are one thing, 
deeds something entirely different. Fine words are 
a mask to cover shady deeds. A sincere diplomat 
is like dry water or wooden iron.” Every state may 
use negotiations as a diplomatic tool to advance 
its strategic objectives, but as Stalin’s words indi-
cate, Russia consistently approaches negotia-
tions through the win-lose or zero-sum prism, not 
win-win, with peace in and of itself as the central 
objective. 

Rather than the Harvard model of win-win prevai-
ling, in Russia, negative-sum thinking is also pre-
sent alongside zero-sum propositions, manifested 
in the notion of revenge with self-harm. For Rus-
sia to win, it is necessary that its opponent loses. 
Such attitudes are deeply embedded in a broader 
Russian strategic culture that reflects a broadly 
shared worldview and supports a set of assump-
tions that see Russia as a special “state-civiliza-
tion.” This display of imperial mentality exhibits a 
mercantilist-patrimonial view of Russian foreign 
policy, a tendency embodied by the role of Kirill 
Dmitriev as a chief Russian negotiator. 

Yet this strategic culture only provides the 
framework for Russia’s approach. The Kremlin can 
and does demonstrate flexibility in negotiations, 
responding to different challenges in contexts 
and formats in different ways. Putin’s own role 
in shaping negotiations after 2012 have become 
more pronounced as relations with the West have 
deteriorated. Putin himself has become more iso-
lated as a decisionmaker and has taken greater 
personal interest in certain issues, particularly 
Ukraine, his obsession. In addition, the inter- 
agency context between the Federal Security Ser-
vice of the Russian Federation (FSB), military, and 
other security branches has become more rele-
vant. Moreover, the siloviki, Russia’s elite group 
of officials from the intelligence services, the 
police, the investigative committee, and other law 

enforcement agencies with close ties to business 
are exercising more influence. At this stage, US 
negotiations with Russia have become more diffi-
cult as compared to negotiations over the 2010 
New START treaty and the 2015 Joint Comprehen-
sive Plan of Action (JCPOA) under the Obama Admi-
nistration.

RUSSIA’S NEGOTIATION TACTICS
In terms of win-lose, Russia itself privileges indi-
rect intangible wins concerning pride, respect, 
authority, recognition, and acceptance over 
direct tangible financial and military costs. The 
Kremlin approaches negotiations as a fighting not 
partnering proposition. Russia enters such nego-
tiations with a status-conscious defensive mind-
set that is imbued with competitive arrogance, 
whether explicit or implicit, and seeks to neutralize 
its opponent’s rational brain. 

Russia’s official position—Ukraine does not exist—
is publicly and repeatedly expressed, as by Putin 
himself on June 20, 2025 in front of an interna-
tional audience at the St. Petersburg International 
Economic Forum: “The whole of Ukraine is ours.” 
On June 1, Alexei Roshchyn, a Russian political 
technologist, captured perfectly Russia’s need for 
respect and the role of intangible factors in its stra-
tegic calculus when commenting on the attitude of 
Ukrainians to Russia.

They are not afraid of us! Alas, now it has to 
become clear for everybody why Russians 
do not like Ukrainians; even, one can say, 
feel deep enmity turning into hatred. Our 
people always have had a suspicion - even 
long before the war - that Ukrainians are not 
afraid of us Russians. Meaning, literally, NOT 
AT ALL. Somehow for themselves they [Ukra-
inians] understand and behave themselves 
on [SIC] equals with us. For a Russian man, 
who cannot in principle comprehend how 
it is to be ‘on equals’, that simply means 
that Ukrainians despise us as some clowns. 
And this is what drives us mad to insanity, 
to black outs! How does it come? How dare 
they? Are they idiots not to see that we are 
100 million more people, that we possess a 
vast territory, we have [SIC] golden reserve 
and prosperity fund that they will never ever 
in their life be able to accumulate despite 
all wishes? A classical Russian question: do 
you have a respect to [SIC] me? - and unbe-
lievably light-hearted answer: no! Only Ukra-
inians can afford to act like this.  

https://ia600107.us.archive.org/25/items/CollectedWorksOfJosephStalinVol.2/Stalins_Works_Vol._2.pdf
https://meduza.io/en/feature/2025/07/19/god-bearing-people-to-save-us-from-consumerism
https://edition.cnn.com/2025/04/03/politics/kirill-dmitriev-russian-negotiator-sanctions-washington-meeting
file:///C:\Users\laura.thurstongoodro\AppData\Local\Microsoft\Windows\INetCache\Content.Outlook\GNVR9ABB\the%20elite%20group%20of%20businessmen%20and%20other%20leaders%20with%20close%20ties%20to%20state%20security,%20the%20police,%20the%20investigative%20committee%20and%20other%20agencies
https://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/blog/2010/04/08/new-start-treaty-and-protocol
https://docs.un.org/en/S/2015/544
https://docs.un.org/en/S/2015/544
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DYjRK7V5nlY
https://nam11.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.facebook.com%2Fshare%2Fp%2F1GA5dFhtvc%2F&data=05%7C02%7Cgraeme.herd%40marshallcenter.org%7C2b53e80c6b5f4b65af7e08ddc9645c15%7Cf787e345d8744f5b8b8fd2c14a60f178%7C0%7C0%7C638888155157380737%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=wAMgaHlEKpi3dBfvibA4J3Sb87Mpxmzb8DwbPS%2FFLgE%3D&reserved=0
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Ukraine’s key sin in the eyes of Putin and the Rus-
sian elite is its resistance and defeat of Russia in 
the first three months of Russia’s full-scale inva-
sion, and then subsequently, Ukraine’s potential 
destruction of the image of Russian greatness, 
namely that only Russia was capable of defeating 
Nazism. President Volodymyr Zelenskyy’s “I need 
ammunition not a ride” appeal sealed the destruc-
tion of this myth of greatness. 

Russia’s negotiating tactics can be identified 
and analyzed. For example, Russian negotiators 
attempt to create time and energy exhaustion in 
the opponent through prolonging negotiations, 
in evidence during the Minsk-II negotiations on 
February 12, 2015 (18 hours) and in the March 
25, 2025 US-Russia Riyad meeting on the Black 
Sea and critical infrastructure (12 hours). They 
also use the opposite tactic—shortening negotia-
tions to indicate their lack of interest, as in the 
Ukraine-Russia meetings in May 2025 (less than 
two hours) and June 2025 (less than one hour). 
Another tactic Russian negotiators employ involves 
creating an urgent need for the other party to seek 
a negotiated solution because of increased batt-
lefield pressure. Bluffing, brinkmanship, and deep 
anchoring ultimatums are also part of Russia’s 
negotiation arsenal, from statements declaring 
endless war to the instrumentalization of a prin-
cipal-agent combination, whereby toxic figures 

such as senior presidential aide Vladimir Medins-
ky heads a delegation in Putin’s name but cannot 
effectively function as a negotiator. 

As for ultimatums, Russia has issued them to the 
United States (December 2021, January 2022)
and has done so constantly to Ukraine throughout 
the conflict. These ultimatums include but are not 
limited to military deployment, mobilization, mar-
tial law cancellation, military aid, third-country 
deployments, and presidential and parliamentary 
elections (which are to take place no later than 
100 days after the cancellation of martial law—the 
latest one was submitted to the Ukrainian side on 
June 2). Russia’s negotiation tactics are also at 
times characterized by sudden, last-minute chan-
ges in agreed-upon commitments. This occurs 
especially when Russia is negotiating simulta-
neously in different formats where “package deals” 
are possible, with an added preference for no wit-
nesses in the room. Examples of this include Rus-
sia’s behavior during negotiations with the United 
States on the critical infrastructure and energy 
ceasefire negotiated with Ukraine in March and 
April 2025, and a negotiation with Ukraine in May 
and June 2025 in which Russians insisted that 
talks should be conducted without Türkiye and US 
representatives, despite the fact that the latter is 
in a role of facilitator/broker.

Figure 1. Future scenarios of Russia’s war in Ukraine (information amalgamated from Seven Security Scenarios on Russian 
War in Ukraine for 2025 - 2026: Implications and Policy Recommendations to Western Partners, GLOBSEC, June 13, 2025)

https://www.lowyinstitute.org/the-interpreter/why-putin-keeps-making-same-ukraine-mistakes
https://www.globsec.org/what-we-do/publications/seven-security-scenarios-russian-war-ukraine-2025-2026-implications-and
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A 2025 GLOBSEC report compiled by 61 Ukrainian 
subject matter experts identified seven potential 
alternative future scenarios in Russia’s war of 
imperial aggression against Ukraine. The report 
assessed the probability of each and suggested 
potential elements of Russian behavior, including 
negotiating tactics. Figure 1 outlines the central 
thesis, identifying four military scenarios and 
three negotiated outcomes, with a 75 percent and 
25 percent probability respectively.

CONCLUSIONS
President Trump’s September 2 Russian ceasefire 
deadline ultimatum “or else” also should be con-
sidered in terms of its potential to change Putin’s 
calculus. Former US Ambassador John Bolton pre-
dicts that “Mr. Trump is building his own off-ramp 
from Ukraine. . . . By the time the 50-day deadline 
arrives, Mr. Trump will be free to find reasons to 
do nothing against Russia, washing his hands of 
the whole affair. He knows he has failed even to 
approximate his campaign pledge to achieve a 
cease-fire in 24 hours, and he has no interest in 
further underlining that failure.”

Whether or not Bolton’s prediction is true, Putin 
will only negotiate when his strategic calculus 
tells him it’s in his survival interests to do so. The 
question, then, is what can change Putin’s strate-
gic calculus? A US policy shift toward empowering 
Ukraine would change Putin’s calculus. This 
involves enabling Ukraine to impose cross-domain 
functional defeats on Russia—on land, sea and 
in the air—to the operational depth of 30 to 300 
km from the front line. The effect of this strategic 

neutralization, where war becomes operationally 
pointless for Russia. This policy shift could be 
implemented in a way that ensures Ukraine 
becomes a catalyst for improved regional and 
transatlantic security outcomes, including Euro-
pean-led conventional defense and deterrence; a 
stronger European pillar of NATO; and accelerated 
US burden sharing among Allies and partners. This 
approach would also enable the United States to 
devote a greater share of resources in defense of 
the first island chain in the Indo-Pacific (including 
Japan, the Ryukyu Islands, Taiwan, and the nor-
thern Philippines).

As Europe with Ukraine becomes stronger, Russia 
would become weaker. The intangible set of emo-
tions associated with Russia’s great power status 
would be eroded, exacerbated by diplomatic, infor-
mational, military and economic pressure resulting 
from secondary sanctions on states that purchase 
the Russian oil that funds the war. Further, one 
indirect effect could be societal unrest as banking 
transactions become frozen or unreliable. A resul-
ting societal revolt would thus also enter Putin’s 
calculus. Reportedly, three of Russia’s 13 systemi-
cally important banks currently seek bailout talks 
with Russia’s Central Bank. Putin may consider he 
faces a de facto ceasefire as war becomes opera-
tionally pointless, and it is evident that Russia is 
losing across the board. In such a scenario, Putin 
may determine negotiations to be the least bad 
option. Putin may of course still prefer the certain-
ties of a bad war to the perils and unpredictability 
of a good peace. ~ Σ

https://www.globsec.org/what-we-do/publications/seven-security-scenarios-russian-war-ukraine-2025-2026-implications-and
https://www.msn.com/en-us/news/world/trump-announces-weapons-for-ukraine-warns-russia/ar-AA1IAlFv?ocid=BingNewsSerp
https://www.wsj.com/opinion/trump-still-wants-out-of-ukraine-defense-spending-war-russia-europe-5f966b5f
https://www.wsj.com/opinion/trump-still-wants-out-of-ukraine-defense-spending-war-russia-europe-5f966b5f
https://www.forbes.ru/mneniya/541931-50-dnej-na-razmyslenia-pocemu-moskva-ne-menaet-svoih-pozicij-v-otnosenii-ukrainy
https://nam11.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fcarnegieendowment.org%2Fresearch%2F2025%2F06%2Fukraines-new-theory-of-victory-should-be-strategic-neutralization%3Flang%3Den%26utm_source%3Dsubstack%26utm_medium%3Demail&data=05%7C02%7Cgraeme.herd%40marshallcenter.org%7Cd54799a37c4346b27e8308ddc3a2108f%7Cf787e345d8744f5b8b8fd2c14a60f178%7C0%7C0%7C638881823095689509%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=E0pynNhNi7uoYATPBpBKrjGXdZkZvzYpzjrO9Nbbqwk%3D&reserved=0
https://nam11.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fcarnegieendowment.org%2Fresearch%2F2025%2F06%2Fukraines-new-theory-of-victory-should-be-strategic-neutralization%3Flang%3Den%26utm_source%3Dsubstack%26utm_medium%3Demail&data=05%7C02%7Cgraeme.herd%40marshallcenter.org%7Cd54799a37c4346b27e8308ddc3a2108f%7Cf787e345d8744f5b8b8fd2c14a60f178%7C0%7C0%7C638881823095689509%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=E0pynNhNi7uoYATPBpBKrjGXdZkZvzYpzjrO9Nbbqwk%3D&reserved=0
https://www.themoscowtimes.com/2025/07/22/russian-banks-will-fall-the-question-is-how-hard-a89912
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