
PB 26-02

POLICY BRIEF

Strategic Competition and Russia
Russia 2036 Exercise Summary and Analysis

February 2026

As part of its inaugural Strategic Competition and Russia course, held in January and February 2026, the George C. 
Marshall European Center for Security Studies conducted a Russia Futures Analysis group exercise during the third 
module, “Russia,” at the practicum and large-group levels. The 70 course participants from 32 countries developed a 
shared understanding of Russia’s broad national interests, foreign policy goals, and the role of strategic culture, as well as 
Russian president Vladimir Putin’s operational code and risk calculus. Recognizing that the readiness of Allies and part-
ners is not simply a near- or mid-term challenge, the exercise, entitled Russia 2036, looked across a 10-year time horizon 
representing Putin’s constitutionally prohibited third term, and a year after The Hague Commitment Goals should have 
been realized. This Policy Brief describes the outcomes of this exercise while providing additional contextual analysis.

f KEY FINDINGS p
	¾ Regardless of regime type in the Russian Federation, deterrence remains foundational. Effective 

deterrence includes forward defense, prepositioned stockpiles, and integrated planning across the 
Alliance.

	¾ Two-theater planning is a necessity. A China-dependent Russian Federation obviates sequencing 
assumptions; therefore the Alliance must operationalize a sustained, European-led and centered de-
fense, while avoiding temporary vulnerabilities.

	¾ Hybrid resilience is a persistent requirement. Civil preparedness, infrastructure protection, and 
counterdisinformation capabilities and capacity are scenario-proof investments.

	¾ If a democratic Russia emerges, NATO must avoid strategic amnesia. If Russia liberalizes, NATO must 
revive a dual-track logic—deterrence coupled with dialogue—without eroding capability or enabling 
premature retrenchment.

	¾ Trigger-point vigilance is essential. A major military defeat in Ukraine, elite fracture, renewed 
mobilization, the inevitable end of Putin, or severe economic shock could accelerate transitions between 
scenarios. NATO must monitor not only Russian capabilities but regime stability indicators as well and 
prepare executable strategies accordingly.

Graeme P. Herd and Tom Kühnel

Disclaimer: The views expressed in this policy brief are those of the author(s) and do not reflect the official policy or position of the George C. Marshall  
European Center for Security Studies, the US Department of War/Defense, or the US or German governments.
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RUSSIA 2036 EXERCISE STRUCTURE

The six practicum groups of approximately ten 
participants each were assigned specific issue 
areas that shape current Russian order: politics; 
economics-finance; siloviki-military; society-elite; 
AI-cyber-technology; and foreign policy. Each 
practicum developed four potential alternative 
future scenarios tied to their issue area. The prac-
tica assigned their scenarios brand names and 

identified three identifying characteristics. They 
then developed implications for the following three 
realities: Russia’s internal stability; Russia’s relations 
with its allies and partners; and Russia’s relations 
with its adversaries (the political West). 

In the larger group session, each practicum 
presented their four scenarios in their assigned 
issue area. In a moderated discussion, course 
participants then constructed and analyzed four 
transversal scenarios by identifying compatible 
scenarios across the issue areas.

The group identified four alternative transversal 
scenarios: 1) Great-Power Russia and Eternal 
Putin; 2) The Long Goodbye/Managed Decline 
Reality; 3) Crouching Bear, Hidden Dragon; and 4) 
Democratic Turn—Reimagined Liberal Russia.

TRANSVERSAL SCENARIO 1: GREAT 
POWER RUSSIA - ETERNAL PUTIN
Table 1. Transversal scenario 1: Great Power Russia-Eternal 
Putin

This scenario extrapolates the Putin adminis-
tration’s current public narrative of Russia and 
projects it forward a decade (table 1). Under this 
order, the “Eternal Putin” remains president. With 
a personality cult in place, Putin, aged 84, is poised 
by popular proclamation to run again through to 
2042. A growing postwar economy has reduced 
public debt and has facilitated the development of 
an independent Russian high-tech sector feeding  
robust military and economic development. Russia 
has successfully orientated away from Western 
markets, capital, and technology, with state-owned 
enterprises diversifying external economic ties 

Politics Economics/Finance Military-Siloviki Society-Elite AI-Cyber-Tech Foreign Policy
Putin 5.0 Conti-
nuity

strong but brittle

Bullish Bear

Western market 
reintegration, stable

Military Primacy - 
stability 

militarization

Neo-Soviet Great 
Power Russia

continuity, mobi-
lization, brittle 
stability

Hack the Grid

cyber spoiler; 
relative stability, 
disunity, energy 
supply solution

USSR 2.0

victory UKR, 
maximalist sphere, 
permanent confron-
tation

Post-Putin Frag-
mentation 

division, weak 
governance

Vlad and Friends

non-Western finan-
cial-economic order

Dependent Guar-
dians

PRC stabilizer, loss 
of internal autonomy

Stagnating Potem-
kin Putinism

apathy, instability, 
hollowing out

AI-Imagined 
Crises

internal narratives 
justify conventional 
+ military ops

Wounded Bear

regime survival, 
unstable, hybrid

Democratic Tran-
sition

volatile, unstable

Bear in Decline

continuity

Moscow Mafia

interagency rivalry, 
brittle feudalism

Chaos Rules

societal instability, 
warlords, urban 
strife

SWIFT Collapse

global crises, chaos 
in RF, pariah 
isolation

Pragmatic Zapadnik

Western prag-
matism, fluidity, 
situational

Sino-Colonization

dependence, PRC 
stabilizer

Bear Goes Bust

donor-recipient 
collapse, isolated, 
unstable, greater 
risk-taking

Fading Iron

less budget and 
influence, mana-
gerial

Civil Society 
Rebirth

Glasnost 2.0, 
youth-led, digital 
enabled

Russian Roulette

nonstate actor 
attack, all impac-
ted, cooperation

Oprichnik Russia

hostile, PRC 
dependence, weak, 
anti-West
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toward its Brazil, China, Egypt, Ethiopia, India, 
Indonesia, Iran, Russia, South Africa, and the United 
Arab Emirates (BRICS) and other non-Western 
partners. Moreover, Russia’s financial architec-
ture—with large-scale investment and trade growth 
with India, Gulf states, ASEAN, and Africa—rivals 
or exceeds current China dependence.

Russia’s war of aggression against Ukraine ended 
with something approximating a victory. As a result 
the Russian military has institutional primacy 
over the siloviki who lost relative influence and 
are subordinated to military priorities. Military 
officers are well represented politically in formal 
(security council, state council) and informal 
bodies, able to issue binding political guidance and 
to generate emergency governance frameworks. 
Generals also staff corporations and parastatal 
companies, reflecting popular military-patriotic 
mobilization in society and the legitimation of Putin 
as a successful commander-in-chief. Ukraine-war-
induced nationalism provides a rally-around-the-
flag effect for some segments of society. For others, 
a more generalized perception of external threat 
bolsters government legitimacy. The victory in 
Ukraine, together with the subsequent economic 
and political success, prevented societal, financial, 
or economic rupture following the end of the war. 
Russia was able to “hack the grid,” leveraging its 
hybrid-attack spoiler role against European critical 
infrastructure. Once it successfully disrupted energy 
distribution, it then offered Russia’s surplus energy 
production capability as a solution. In this sense, 
Russia now plays the role of arsonist and fireman, 
effectively offering energy links and dependency as 
an alternative approach to Western sources.

This future looks very much like a USSR 2.0, with 
Russia having an order-producing and managerial 
role within its sphere of influence—a Brezhnev 
doctrine of limited sovereignty taken from the 1960s 
and applied to the 2030s—thus positioning it in a 
permanent strategic confrontation with NATO and 
the EU. Pan-Slavism and Russian Orthodoxy are 
central pillars of an ideological-state-civilizational 
diplomatic effort. The Kremlin is hyper focused on 
protecting Russia’s spiritual purity and preventing 
the infiltration of Western ideas.

For Putin, the long 1970s represented the high-
water mark of Soviet prestige and power, with 
1975 the year he and other siloviki elite supporters 
joined the KGB—in Putin’s case the KGB’s second 
directorate (counterintelligence). Soviet nostalgia 
morphed onto a nineteenth-century Vienna power 
politics system in Europe that is now transposed 
and projected to a global level in the 2030s. In this 
future, Russia, as part of the Big Three (United States, 
Russia, and China), is able to shape global strategic 
agendas through institutionalized trilateralism. 
Moscow acts as a systemic balancer, cochairing 
or brokering global security frameworks in areas 
of arms control 2.0, AI governance, space, Arctic 
rules, energy, food security, and conflict mediation 
through its declared “neutral arbiter” role. Rather 
than an outright pivot to China, Russia pivots more 
broadly to the East (Japan), Southeast (Vietnam/
ASEAN), and South Asia (India), as well as the 
Gulf states and Africa. Russia maintains a managed 
transactional partnership with China that allows 
it to retain strategic autonomy and technological 
sovereignty. In this scenario, Russia generates its 
own center of gravity and sphere of influence, rather 
than simply making itself strategically relevant by 
its ability to destroy the system.
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TRANSVERSAL SCENARIO 2: THE 
LONG GOODBYE/MANAGED 
DECLINED
Table 2. Transversal scenario 2: The Long Goodbye/Managed 
Decline

This version of Russia’s future, the regime’s pre-
ferred pathway, is not an actual extrapolation 
forward or steady-state continuity model (table 
2). Rather, this Long Goodbye/Managed Decline 
future looks more relevant. Taking Brezhnev 
as a reference point, the regime is displaying 
Brezhnev-type gerontocracy tendencies among 
those at the very top (“Putin’s Collective”), with no 
succession mechanism able to renew the system.1 
Putin adopted a Brezhnev “stability of the cadres” 
policy, with aging occurring through the system, 
and the resulting lack of promotion has created 
generational frustration among the 50+-year-olds 
third- and second-tier managers in the collective 
Putin.2 This factor impacts succession models: a) 

Putin determines timing and outcome (“Opera-
tion Successor”); b) the collective Putin controls 
the process, with Putin a spectator, maintained 
as a symbol or eliminated, but real power shifts 
to the collective, representing broad system and 
regime continuity; or c) revolutionary and soci-

etal-led bottom-up change. Is 2026 a crossing of 
the Rubicon between models, specifically between 
Putin’s ability to control elites (the collective) and 
the ability of these elites to shape decision-mak-
ing, as the war continues, war fatigue increases, 
and a weaker Putin’s legitimacy is reduced? 

In this future—the reality that official Russia 
propaganda seeks to cloak—Putin is no longer in 
power and a collective-Putin-negotiated power 
transition succession is underway, characterized 
by lowest common denominator elements of the 
current elite, likely a troika of Prime Minister 
Mikhail Mishustin, Moscow Mayor Sergey Soby-
anin, and Secretary of the State Council Aleksey 
Dyumin, representing siloviki-military interests. 

Politics Economics/Finance Military-Siloviki Society-Elite AI-Cyber-Tech Foreign Policy
Putin 5.0 Conti-
nuity

strong but brittle

Bullish Bear

Western market 
reintegration, stable

Military Primacy - 
stability 

militarization

Neo-Soviet Great 
Power Russia

continuity, mobi-
lization, brittle 
stability

Hack the Grid

cyber spoiler; 
relative stability, 
disunity, energy 
supply solution

USSR 2.0

victory UKR, 
maximalist sphere, 
permanent confron-
tation

Post-Putin Frag-
mentation 

division, weak 
governance

Vlad and Friends

non-Western finan-
cial-economic order

Dependent Guar-
dians

PRC stabilizer, loss 
of internal autonomy

Stagnating Potem-
kin Putinism

apathy, instability, 
hollowing out

AI-Imagined 
Crises

internal narratives 
justify conventional 
+ military ops

Wounded Bear

regime survival, 
unstable, hybrid

Democratic Tran-
sition

volatile, unstable

Bear in Decline

continuity

Moscow Mafia

interagency rivalry, 
brittle feudalism

Chaos Rules

societal instability, 
warlords, urban 
strife

SWIFT Collapse

global crises, chaos 
in RF, pariah 
isolation

Pragmatic Zapadnik

Western prag-
matism, fluidity, 
situational

Sino-Colonization

dependence, PRC 
stabilizer

Bear Goes Bust

donor-recipient 
collapse, isolated, 
unstable, greater 
risk-taking

Fading Iron

less budget and 
influence, mana-
gerial

Civil Society 
Rebirth

Glasnost 2.0, 
youth-led, digital 
enabled

Russian Roulette

nonstate actor 
attack, all impac-
ted, cooperation

Oprichnik Russia

hostile, PRC 
dependence, weak, 
anti-West
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No one interest group predominates, but gover-
nance is distributed, weak, and contested. In terms 
of economics-finance, the decline scenario is com-
patible with post-Putin fragmentation. Moreover, 
budgetary federalism (the relationship between 
donor and receiver constitute parts), the glue 
that holds the federation together, is under stress. 
Energy prices continue their gradual decline. 
Russia remains locked in a war-driven, extractive, 
rent-seeking economic model with limited inno-
vation. Sanctions have more effectively isolated 
Russia and have undercut economic recovery, 
meaningful diversification, or technological devel-
opment.

This pathway suggests Russia’s war of destruction 
over Ukraine ended without anything approximate 
to a victory, and as a result interagency siloviki 
rivalry has increased. Clan interests and their 
associated patronage networks are more powerful. 
Post-Putin troika arbitration and mediation efforts 
of competition to control rents of a smaller pie are 
increasingly contested. The distinction between 
formal military forces, intelligence agencies, and 
quasi-state armed actors has become blurred. 
Patronage networks tied to specific siloviki leaders 
have expanded their influence over regional gover-
nance, economic assets, and foreign operations. 
After the war, the military’s budget was slashed. 
Additionally, society has become  apathetic, either 
opting for brain drain or internal exile (de facto 
political demobilization), and military-patriotic 
propaganda has been delegitimized. 

Furthermore, nonstate actors are causing sudden 
and unjustified interruptions in access to products of 
global importance—namely those of which Russia 
is, or could become, a critical provider, including 
nuclear fuel and technologies, grain, oil, gas, and 
mineral fertilizers. These interruptions systemat-
ically advantage Russia and are accompanied by 

large-scale disinformation campaigns that frame 
such disruptions as natural and inevitable, drawing 
selectively on historical precedents. These occur 
together with elements of false-flag operations, 
proxy actions, and hybrid activities. A Russian 
narrative has positioned Moscow as stabilizer, an 
indispensable actor ready to restore order and save 
the world if invited to do so. More generally, Russia’s 
foreign policy prioritizes regime survival and stra-
tegic patience, while Moscow uses asymmetrical 
tools to confront the West. 

In this scenario, Russia has vulnerabilities, but it 
is preventing revolution (or delaying/shaping its 
form) through repression and control mechanisms. 
Even in decline, inertia allows Russia to main-
tain a strong security apparatus and the ability to 
censor and suppress dissent. This is reflected in the 
government’s continued control over media, the 
strategic narratives, and political institutions, thus 
reducing the ability of any opposition to coalesce. 
Economic buffers are apparent, and the state has 
tools to sustain itself including (reduced) export 
revenues, an ability to shift trade eastward (though 
slowly), and the use of (depleted) reserves. The 
military-industrial sector has been able to absorb 
resources and provide jobs—Russia has never had a 
revolution in times of full employment. 

Finally, a fragmented society and geography have 
enabled internal stability as Russia’s sheer size, 
regional variation in hardship, rural-versus-urban 
divides, ethnic minorities, and remote regions make 
national mobilization difficult. This is compounded 
by the absence of unified leadership and opposi-
tion. Even if many people are dissatisfied, revolu-
tionary change often needs leaders or organizations 
to coordinate, frame demands, and absorb risks. In 
this scenario Russia has prevented a social collapse 
without completely falling under China’s influence 
and control.
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TRANSVERSAL SCENARIO 3: 
CROUCHING BEAR; HIDDEN 
DRAGON
Table 3. Transversal scenario 3: Crouching Bear; Hidden Dragon

This alternative order suggests Russia’s “compre-
hensive strategic partnership of coordination for 
the new era” has evolved into an informal anti-US 
alliance (table 3). In early February 2022, Russian 
Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov stated, “Although 
we do not create a military alliance, our relations 
are of a higher quality than military alliances in 
their classic sense.”3 In this future, Russia has 
accomplished this but is dependent on China.4 By 
2026, China had already become the vital back-
stop stabilizer of Russia internally and the means 
through which Russia could maintain itself in a 
protracted attritional war of destruction against 
Ukraine. Now in 2036, Moscow has no choice but 
to accept the existing asymmetry and use its hybrid 
attacks, including cyber, in a spoiler role to further 
its confrontational “icebreaker” foreign policy 

toward Europe and the United States. In this way 
Russia shows its utility and strategic relevance to 
China.

Political power in Russia is largely a function of 

clans or interest groups that compete to control 
Chinese investments in Russia and Russian raw 
materials trade with China. Domestic political 
order in Russia is compatible with and never in 
opposition to China’s national interest. Persistent 
state fragility is exemplified by weak central control 
and authority in eastern Siberia and the Russian 
far east. Demographic decline results in an even 
starker population imbalance along the China–
Russia border, further accelerated by a hollowed 
out society exacerbated by brain-drain. Russia 
becomes a satellite in a Sino-centric trade and tech-
nology orbit, very much Dmitry Trenin’s predicted 
“safe strategic rear and raw materials base,” with 
the Renminbi dominant in Russia’s reserves and 
trade settlement.5 China dominates Russia’s stra-
tegic economic sectors, achieving sectoral capture 
and operational control of Russian infrastructure, 

Politics Economics/Finance Military-Siloviki Society-Elite AI-Cyber-Tech Foreign Policy
Putin 5.0 Conti-
nuity

strong but brittle

Bullish Bear

Western market 
reintegration, stable

Military Primacy - 
stability 

militarization

Neo-Soviet Great 
Power Russia

continuity, mobi-
lization, brittle 
stability

Hack the Grid

cyber spoiler; 
relative stability, 
disunity, energy 
supply solution

USSR 2.0

victory UKR, 
maximalist sphere, 
permanent confron-
tation

Post-Putin Frag-
mentation 

division, weak 
governance

Vlad and Friends

non-Western finan-
cial-economic order

Dependent Guar-
dians

PRC stabilizer, loss 
of internal autonomy

Stagnating Potem-
kin Putinism

apathy, instability, 
hollowing out

AI-Imagined 
Crises

internal narratives 
justify conventional 
+ military ops

Wounded Bear

regime survival, 
unstable, hybrid

Democratic Tran-
sition

volatile, unstable

Bear in Decline

continuity

Moscow Mafia

interagency rivalry, 
brittle feudalism

Chaos Rules

societal instability, 
warlords, urban 
strife

SWIFT Collapse

global crises, chaos 
in RF, pariah 
isolation

Pragmatic Zapadnik

Western prag-
matism, fluidity, 
situational

Sino-Colonization

dependence, PRC 
stabilizer

Bear Goes Bust

donor-recipient 
collapse, isolated, 
unstable, greater 
risk-taking

Fading Iron

less budget and 
influence, mana-
gerial

Civil Society 
Rebirth

Glasnost 2.0, 
youth-led, digital 
enabled

Russian Roulette

nonstate actor 
attack, all impac-
ted, cooperation

Oprichnik Russia

hostile, PRC 
dependence, weak, 
anti-West
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logistics, and extractive industries—including 
energy, timber and metals—and its defense-in-
dustrial complex. Russia becomes a Chinese trade 
transit corridor, part of its neotributary system. 
As such, Russia lacks technological and strategic 
autonomy.

Russia’s military and siloviki apparatus depend on 
Chinese defense production support and surveil-
lance technologies. The quid pro quo has been 
reduced decision autonomy, with key policy choices 
bound by the expectations and red lines of China. 
This is reflected in permanent liaison structures, 
embedded advisers, priority contracts, and data-
sharing frameworks. Society has been demobilized 
due to FSB concern about controlling anti-Chinese 
discourse and “civilizational grievance.”6 In this 
2036 alternative future, China has secured formal 
security guarantees and basing agreements from 
Russia, and Russian diplomatic activity outside 
People’s Republic of China-aligned formats has 
declined. 

TRANSVERSAL SCENARIO 4: 
DEMOCRATIC TURN—REIMAGINED 
LIBERAL RUSSIA
Table 4. Transversal scenario 4: Democratic Turn-Reimagined 
Liberal Russia

This fourth alternative transversal scenario appears 
the least likely, and would be the worst nightmare 
for the current elite, representing a Color Revolu-
tion and “Time of Troubles” anarchy that Putin’s 
regime has promised to avoid (table 3).7 Nonethe-
less, were it to unfold, it would be predicated on a 
post-Putin order legitimation shift. Agency is now 
located in a reemergent civil society led by a digi-
tally enabled youth, representing a clear genera-
tional divide. Regime collapse and political system 
change provided room for regional elites. Other 
popular figures emerged in an unstable process of 
democratic transition. 

Politics Economics/Finance Military-Siloviki Society-Elite AI-Cyber-Tech Foreign Policy
Putin 5.0 Conti-
nuity

strong but brittle

Bullish Bear

Western market 
reintegration, stable

Military Primacy - 
stability 

militarization

Neo-Soviet Great 
Power Russia

continuity, mobi-
lization, brittle 
stability

Hack the Grid

cyber spoiler; 
relative stability, 
disunity, energy 
supply solution

USSR 2.0

victory UKR, 
maximalist sphere, 
permanent confron-
tation

Post-Putin Frag-
mentation 

division, weak 
governance

Vlad and Friends

non-Western finan-
cial-economic order

Dependent Guar-
dians

PRC stabilizer, loss 
of internal autonomy

Stagnating Potem-
kin Putinism

apathy, instability, 
hollowing out

AI-Imagined 
Crises

internal narratives 
justify conventional 
+ military ops

Wounded Bear

regime survival, 
unstable, hybrid

Democratic Tran-
sition

volatile, unstable

Bear in Decline

continuity

Moscow Mafia

interagency rivalry, 
brittle feudalism

Chaos Rules

societal instability, 
warlords, urban 
strife

SWIFT Collapse

global crises, chaos 
in RF, pariah 
isolation

Pragmatic Zapadnik

Western prag-
matism, fluidity, 
situational

Sino-Colonization

dependence, PRC 
stabilizer

Bear Goes Bust

donor-recipient 
collapse, isolated, 
unstable, greater 
risk-taking

Fading Iron

less budget and 
influence, mana-
gerial

Civil Society 
Rebirth

Glasnost 2.0, 
youth-led, digital 
enabled

Russian Roulette

nonstate actor 
attack, all impac-
ted, cooperation

Oprichnik Russia

hostile, PRC 
dependence, weak, 
anti-West
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The ruling United Russia party was delegitimized by 
the succession crisis. This incubated a youth-based 
civil society rebirth with decentralized and digital 
transnationally enabled protests that have become 
the norm. Press reporting has become more plural-
istic. One stabilizing factor was the termination of 
sanctions and the resulting unfreezing of Russian 
assets that were under European control. West-
ern direct foreign investment returned to Russian 
markets, and small and medium businesses have 
experienced tremendous growth. Also, national 
industries have been reprivatized. Russian banks 
are reintegrated into the Western and global market 
systems, and Russia has reentered the G8. Russia is 
no longer China’s resource colony but has options 
and can diversify away from dependence.

Under these conditions, the military and silovi-
ki are dispirited and inward-focused. They have 
attempted to protect their assets and reposition 
themselves in an evolving system, just as they did 
in the early 1990s, at times directly monetizing hy-
brid offensive operations in the process.8 Military 
and intelligence organizations have experienced 
structural reforms, budgetary constraints, and rep-
utational decline following prolonged conflict. 
Operational doctrine has become more defensive 
and risk-averse, reflecting both resource limitations 
and tighter political supervision and oversight. 

A pragmatic Zapadniki or Westernizing coun-
terelite has come to the fore, and civilian oversight 
of the military/siloviki has been restored. Russia 
has experienced a sustained, measurable reduc-
tion of asymmetric dependence on China without 
recreating pre-2022 Western dependence. Russia’s 
relationship with China has become that of com-
petitive rivalry/adversarial beneath a managed 
façade because structural asymmetries, regional 
competition, and divergent end-states are clearer 
and selective Western engagement and deescala-
tion have replaced authoritarian-bloc narratives.

Having outlined factors preventing collapse—
despite clear vulnerabilities—in the Managed 
Decline/Long Goodbye scenario, this Democratic 
Turn scenario has triggers and shocks that crossed 
what might be termed a revolutionary threshold. 
After suffering a major military defeat in Ukraine 
(Crimea, Donetsk), that followed a renewed 
mobilization wave that triggered protests remi-
niscent of 1917 protests during World War I—full 
employment but massive losses-- including mass 
war casualties, Moscow experienced a massive 
public backlash and elite blame games.9 This, in 
turn, undermined regime legitimacy that had been 
built on a victory narrative. Splits emerged among 
elites and some mutinied. The public expressed 
mass frustration over war casualties and sacrifices, 
in part caused by Western sanctions. In addition, 
the severe economic shock (an oil export collapse) 
and inflation and wage suppression meant that 
despite full employment, Russians could not afford 
rising food, housing, and fuel costs. State capacity 
declined at a time when the state security forces 
were stretched thin and now in 2036, the narrative 
of “unity” is showing deep fissures. 

PART II: IMPLICATIONS FOR NATO 
3.0

This section examines the implications of each 
alternative Russian future for the political West, 
especially NATO, taking into account NATO’s June 
2025 The Hague Commitment Goals, the 2025 US 
National Security Strategy, the 2026 US National 
Defense Strategy, and the United States European 
Command 2025 Theater Strategy.10 For reference, 
the theater strategy highlights 3 priorities: 1) de-
fend the US Homeland before it reaches the United 
States by maintaining a credible forward military 
presence in Europe, integrating Allied forces and 
enhancing readiness; 2) project US combat pow-
er globally, including to the European theater in 



PB 26-02February 2026

SCR - Russia Futures ExerciseGCMC  POLICY BRIEF

9  |  ISSN: 3053-0369

coordination with NATO allies (rotational forces, 
joint exercises, interoperability improvements, 
and ensuring infrastructure and logistics are in 
place for rapid reinforcement); and, 3) position the 
Alliance to deter and defend through combined 
US–NATO efforts to maintain collective defense 
through enhanced cooperation, forward deploy-
ments, integrated defense planning, and Alliance 
unity.

In addition to these official documents, important 
US administration speeches at the 2026 Munich 
Security Conference (MSC) confirm the United 
States’ consistent and clearly stated objectives.11 
Washington prioritizes defense of the homeland 
and the southern border. Containing China on 
the first island chain, where only the United States 
can make a decisive difference, is the next priority. 
Third, in Europe the United States will no longer 
serve as the primary guarantor of European secu-
rity. Instead, the wealthy, populous, and technolog-
ically capable continent should step up. “The core 
strategic reality . . . is this: Europe must assume 
primary responsibility for its own conventional de-
fense.”12 

At The Hague NATO summit, the NATO Allies 
agreed to a European-led conventional defense 
and deterrence. The United States will continue to 
lead nuclear deterrence, and Allies committed to 
spending 3.5 percent of GDP on core defense and a 
further 1.5 percent on defense-related capabilities, 
all while strengthening an integrated transatlantic 
defense industrial base. 

At the MSC, US Undersecretary of War Elbridge 
Colby characterized this recalibration of the Alli-
ance as “NATO 3.0.”13 In this paradigm Washington 
would “in a more limited and focused fashion” sup-
ply key capabilities that European Allies lack, while 
remaining committed to NATO’s common classical 
collective defense under Article 5. Discretionary 

collective security, crisis response, or out-of-area 
crisis management operations would be European 
led, without US support. US Ambassador to NATO 
Matthew Whitaker reinforced this message: “We 
want Europe to take over the conventional defense 
of the European continent.”14 In NATO 3.0, the 
division of labor is more explicit, ordered by stra-
tegic interests, defense capabilities, and readiness. 
Europe takes primary responsibility for the conti-
nent, but the United States still has, by implication, 
secondary responsibility.

In reality, “European-led” translates into European 
Allies providing most of the logistics and the intel-
ligence. Moreover, European Allies will soon lead 
all three operational Joint Force Commands (JFC) 
responsible for operational planning, capability tar-
gets and crisis response on the northern, eastern, 
and southern flanks.15 The United States will retain 
leadership of the functional (air, sea, land) opera-
tional commands that oversee readiness, interop-
erability, and the mobilization of NATO’s firepower 
in a crisis. A UK-led but US-based JFC will coordi-
nate Allies and partners efforts to strengthen Arctic 
security and defense (Arctic Sentry Initiative). 
Germany and Poland will alternate command of 
JFC Brunssum, responsible for central and eastern 
Europe. 

Hard choices face Europe regarding force struc-
ture, readiness, stockpiles, and industrial capacity. 
Europe broadly has three desirable but incompat-
ible realities: 1) a reduced American contribution 
to Europe’s conventional defense; 2) a European 
reluctance to pool defense procurement and weap-
ons systems; and 3) a high degree of security. As 
a division of production labor among European 
states does not appear to be working, a coalition of 
capabilities approach might have better purchase, 
one where states identify their needs and then act 
quickly. 
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The Zeitenwende (mind-shift) announced by 
then-German Chancellor Olaf Shultz in February 
2022 has been translated into appropriate poli-
cy changes.16 Further, Russia’s war of aggression 
against Ukraine, which has morphed into a war of 
destruction of civilians and infrastructure, points 
to the Russian way of war and the type of future war 
against which NATO must prepare. Such wars will 
be multitemporal, involving technologies of yester-
day, today, and tomorrow, from quantum comput-
ing and AI to low-cost systems. These wars will also 
highlight the need to innovate and adapt quicker 
than the adversary. The death of the tyranny of dis-
tance will become a reality, and automation and 
machine decision-making will become a necessity 
as personnel deficiencies will be the biggest chal-
lenge. Finally, these future wars will be shaped by 
efficient mass production, as quantity has a quality 
all of its own. 

SCENARIOS 1 AND 2: IMPLICATIONS

As outlined above, in this future, Putin’s regime 
stability is the key determinant of Russian for-
eign policy. As a result, the foreign policy is 
interest-based, characterized by transactional bi-
lateralism despite rhetoric of “fair multipolarity.”17 
Strategic partnerships with major non-Western 
powers are characterized by predictable and 
ordered cooperation in the fields of energy (Ro-
satom and civil nuclear reactor sectoral capture), 
finance, technology, and military education, with 
societal soft power exchanges in these fields. Russia 
is confrontational and still considers itself at war 
with the West, particularly with what is called the 
“party of war” in Europe, aiming to deepen the rift 
between Europe and the United States.18 Moscow’s 
risk calculus has become more force-centered as 
confrontation heightens and political mediation 
channels weaken. Russia remains determined to 
undermine the political West. Civilizational-state 
discourse and Third Rome-type narratives claim 

Moscow champions patriotic orthodox christian 
family values, and assert that Russia is the true 
successor to the “authentic original Europe.”19 Hy-
brid attacks that “weaponize everything,” conven-
tional interventions, and nuclear threats/blackmail 
are part of the arsenal.20 In this official Kremlin 
future, Russia as a systemic balancer within the 
Big 3, has is its own center of gravity, namely, an 
order-producing and managerial role in its own 
hinterland, giving it great power status.21 

However, while this Great Power Russia - Eternal 
Putin alternative future is one that the regime will 
project to the external world, the external world 
and institutional actors and society in Russia will 
experience the reality of the Long-Goodbye/Man-
aged Decline alternative future. These two futures 
are two sides of the same coin or embody the 
double-headed eagle imperial symbol: external 
strength and power projection coexisting along-
side internal state capacity decay and decline. What 
then are the implications of this unstable synthesis 
for NATO? This projection is important in terms 
of a shared threat assessment, producing capa-
bilities to address it, and sustaining resilience. It 
shapes resource mobilization. In this world, Russia 
compensates for the destruction of its professional 
conventional army by increasing nuclear blackmail 
threats, even as this undercuts its strategic credi-
bility and actual hybrid attacks. This foreign policy 
tool kit, increasingly resembling that of North Ko-
rea, targets NATO. Russia only remains strategical-
ly relevant if it can break things.

In this context, Russia could mount three types of 
low-cost, high-return challenges to NATO. First, 
it could seek to create a second front in the West-
ern Balkans to fix NATO’s European members in 
place and stress test NATO’s collective defense 
function. Crisis response and management opera-
tions in Europe would be a non-NATO mandated 
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European-led mission, without the US command, 
control, communications, and computers, intelli-
gence, surveillance, and reconnaissance (C4ISR) 
backstop. This would create tension within the Alli-
ance and tie up, at very low cost to Russia, European 
NATO members’ capacity and capabilities. Inciden-
tally, an impetus to do this lies in an evaluation of 
discussions around Ukraine’s security guarantees: 
1) rearming and retraining Ukraine; 2) deploying 
a coalition of the willing-led multinational deter-
rent or “demonstration” task force to Ukraine after 
a ceasefire; 3) a US-led ceasefire monitoring and 
verification process that could involve US “boots 
on the ground” in Ukraine); and 4) if all else fails, 
a US backstop. By the end of 2026 in this scenario, 
Russia may have seen that the distinctions between 
classical collective defense and crisis response and 
management are not only blurred but converging. 

Second, while the level of kinetic threat might not 
be currently high along NATO’s southern flank, 
and it is seen as a tertiary priority given eastern and 
northern flank concerns, in ten years its strategic 
importance may have risen. As France, Spain, and 
the United States have withdrawn from the Sahel, 
and Washington looks to withdraw from Syria and 
reposition military forces in Iraq, Russia’s Afrika 
Corps has moved in, supporting a handful of junta 
regimes. Their presence is destabilizing and spliced 
by an ongoing battle to control resources, not 
least metals, minerals, and rare earth elements. At 
low cost and effort, Russia can weaponize migra-
tion and ferment an arc of instability from Mali to 
Central African Republic, South Sudan, Yemen and 
beyond. 

Third, more globally, Russia will have instru-
mentalized its China, Russia, India, North Ko-
rea (CRINK) hard power and BRICS+ soft-power 
tools to delegitimize the standing of NATO and 
the West more generally.22 In 2023 Putin argued 

that the so-called “Special Military Operation” in 
Ukraine was not a real war: the “Ukrainian crisis 
is not a territorial conflict. The issue is broader and 
more fundamental—we are talking about the prin-
ciples the new world order will be based upon.”23 
Blame in Putin’s narrative is attached to “Western” 
or “Anglo-Saxon” global hegemony that promotes 
a unipolar world with decadent globalist universal 
values (“liberal totalitarianism”) and in which an 
unjust and unequal “golden billion” poses an exis-
tential threat to Russia’s identity and sovereignty.24 

In Pyongyang in June 2024 Putin stated: “We are 
today together fighting the hegemonism and the 
neocolonial practices of the USA and its satellites, 
standing up to the attempts to impose upon us alien 
models of development and values.”25 The solution 
is to be found in “fair multipolarity” which Lavrov 
stated was an “unstoppable process.”26 Russian 
rule-breaking and assertions of “super-sovereignty” 
and “civilizational state” identity (an ultra-conser-
vative “traditional values” and “civilizational code” 
rooted in historical myths) are justified in terms of 
achieving this end. And in the process, Western 
democracies are posited as to blame. 

In this dual scenario, Russia has framed European 
nations as satellites while at the same time using 
the threat they pose as legitimization for com-
plete societal and economic consolidation and 
restructuring towards confrontation. All the while 
Moscow has sought a functioning foreign eco-
nomic bilateral deal-making relationship with the 
United States.

SCENARIO 3: IMPLICATIONS

In the Crouching Bear; Hidden Dragon alterna-
tive future, Russia is economically and financially 
dependent on China for internal stability and 
the functioning of the state, and is firmly within 
Beijing’s trade and technology orbit. In 2036 this 
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would not likely be China’s preferred relationship; 
in 2026 it already gains much of the benefits without 
having to directly stabilize Russia to prevent state 
collapse. From the US and NATO perspectives, 
this future would change the equation. In 2026, 
the PLA Navy has more ships than the US Navy, 
and China is perceived to be a bona fide military 
threat to the United States. China boasts a dozen 
hypersonic missile programs and a 6th generation 
fighter program.27 In economic terms, China is a 
peer competitor already and has a larger popula-
tion than the United States and Europe combined. 
If Russia is an existential threat to the United 
States in 2026, with a nuclear strike ability to kill 
100 million US citizens in 30 minutes, China has 
regional and global hegemon potential. For these 
reasons, a Russia-dependent China by 2036 stress 
tests the official NATO 3.0 construct in different 
ways.

First and foremost, if the simultaneity of global 
protracted conflict is assumed to be the worst-
case scenario for the United States and NATO, 
then a China-dependent Russia suggests that such 
a contemporaneous scenario occurs by design 
rather than opportunistically. This makes response 
sequencing more difficult and presents the United 
States and NATO with multiple strategic and oper-
ational dilemmas. China can take headlines out 
of US European Command’s theater strategy and 
create its own Greater Eurasia theater strategy in 
which, with Russian support, China seeks to defend 
the PRC homeland forward in Russia and Belarus, 
project PRC power globally using Russia’s/CRINK’s 
icebreaker and spoiler role; and position greater 
Eurasia to defend and deter the United States. 

Second, in this scenario the nexus between 
Moscow and Beijing is clearer: Russia has become 
a strategic proxy for China. Delinking assumptions 
in US strategic documents between first-, second-, 

and third-order priorities have been revisited and 
revised, including notions  of burden-sharing to 
enable burden-shifting. China, even in 2026 and 
without the aid of Russia as a force multiplier, 
could already exert influence in Europe through 
critical infrastructure ownership (e.g. ports, 
telecom systems). This would paralyze European 
logistical support in the event of a Pacific crisis 
or a European-led response to a Russia-initiated 
second front in the Western Balkans, as noted 
above. In this future, China can create crisis 
management and collective security dilemmas for 
the United States and a “stronger European pillar 
of NATO.” The PRC has incentives to stress-test the 
notion that the only thing worse than Europe not 
intervening to stabilize its neighborhood is that it 
intervenes and fails. To prevent failure in Europe, 
in this future the United States has put a hold on 
transferring US C4ISR assets to the Indo-Pacific 
theater. This has then created a central dilemma 
for the Washington as delaying burden shifting has 
incentivized Chinese revisionism along the nine-
dash-line and into Taiwan. 

To effectively prepare for the potential of a two-theater 
conflict and to enable sustainable burden shifting 
in NATO without opening temporary gaps in 
the continent’s security, the United States and 
Europe should clearly assess what type of materiel 
and equipment Washington can provide to the 
European continent (“do US tanks have utility on 
the first island chain”), and what needs to go to the 
Pacific in a moment of crisis. This would enable 
European partners to guide their defense buildup 
toward the gaps created by US withdrawal, keep the 
European defense posture stable, while reallocating 
resources to the Indo-Pacific.

SCENARIO 4: IMPLICATIONS

A particularly dangerous combination facing the 
Kremlin now (2026) is a renewed mobilization 
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coupled with leaks detailing elite corruption or 
a scandal. Other threats to the longevity of the 
regime include a major military defeat and viral 
protest symbol such as a martyr figure or leaked 
footage of a damaging nature; sudden economic 
collapse and/or a spike in inflation; elite fracture; 
a repressive crackdown; or a hugely unpopular 
policy that crosses a redline for many Russians. 

If any of these events transpire and lead to what is 
outlined in Democratic Turn, for NATO a dem-
ocratic transition in Russia by 2036 poses less a 
question of whether the Alliance remains relevant 
and more a question of how NATO adapts with-
out undermining its own strategic coherence. In 
this scenario, Russia has democratized, reduced 
its defense and security budget, and switched 
from a presidential to a parliamentary republic. 
As such, the “Russia as existential threat” driver of 
resource mobilization, burden-sharing, and Euro-
pean-led modernization of NATO lacks potency. 
The European “holiday from history” mindset has 
returned.28

This scenario requires NATO to undertake strate-
gic recalibration while avoiding strategic amnesia. 
If a democratic Russia abandons revisionist “great 
power” ideology and adopts pragmatic hedging 
between China and the West, NATO faces a para-
dox: reduced immediate threat and increased long-
term uncertainty. A Russia pursuing issue-based 
multipolarity could engage selectively with NATO 
on arms control and crisis management; hedge 
between NATO, the EU, and China; and become 
less bloc-bound and therefore harder to predict or 
pressure. 

Under these conditions, how does NATO deter 
without treating a democratizing Russia as a per-
manent adversary? This revives the logic of NATO’s 
dual-track approach from the Cold War era—de-

terrence paired with dialogue—reminiscent of the 
1967 Harmel Report framework.29 Additionally, 
structured engagement mechanisms such as the 
NATO–Russia Council (last convened in January 
2022) would become strategically rational, not 
symbolic.30 However, dialogue should not outpace 
institutional safeguards. Military-to-military con-
tacts would be essential for nuclear risk reduction 
and transparency and arms control stabilization. 
Additionally, possible successor arrangements 
to New START would become a top-tier agen-
da item.31 There is a core inherent tension in this 
scenario, however; if NATO pivots too quickly to 
reassurance, deterrence credibility erodes; if it piv-
ots too slowly, it risks alienating reformist elites.

Importantly, democratic transition is not synony-
mous with consolidation. In the 1990s, the Russian 
Federation experienced elite fragmentation, eco-
nomic dislocation, security autonomy, and weak 
civilian oversight of competing chains of com-
mand during constitutional reform. The loose-
nukes-and-warlords nightmare scenario would 
likely dominate internal NATO deliberations. For 
NATO, this implies quiet contingency planning for 
nuclear security cooperation, prenegotiated crisis 
communication channels, coordinated EU-NATO 
stabilization frameworks, and avoiding public 
triumphalism that strengthens hardline spoilers. 
The challenge is managing risk without appearing 
to intervene, which could delegitimize reformist 
actors.

A democratic Russia would generate centrifugal 
economic and political incentives within NATO. 
For example, southern and western European 
states might push rapid normalization; eastern 
flank Allies might prioritize strategic caution; and 
Washington may accelerate its recalibration toward 
Indo-Pacific priorities. The perception of first-mov-
er advantage in Russian markets could fracture 
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Alliance discipline. The EU-NATO interface would 
become critical, particularly given the centrality of 
the European Union in sanctions policy and recon-
struction financing. 

The policy dilemma is clear: moving too slowly 
increases the risk of losing influence over emerg-
ing Russian elites; moving too quickly undermines 
conditionality and embolden spoilers. External 
legitimation is double-edged. Western endorse-
ment can consolidate reform or become the kiss of 
death in a nationalist backlash narrative. Hardline 
remnants could instrumentalize the NATO threat 
narrative to preserve political relevance. NATO 
must therefore calibrate rhetoric carefully, mini-
mizing zero-sum framing. 

NATO’s post-2014 identity has been anchored in 
deterring Russian revisionism.32 If that anchor 
dissolves, does European NATO join the United 
States and pivot fully to China? Does it redefine 
itself around resilience, technology, and hybrid 
threats? Does it narrow back to core collective de-
fense although ostensibly the “collective defense” 
threat has vanished? A democratizing Russia 
forces NATO to answer whether it is a geograph-
ically bounded defensive alliance or a broader 
political-security community (the global West). A 
democratic Russia does not eliminate but trans-
forms NATO’s challenges, creating in the process a 
strategic paradox for NATO. An autocratic Russia 
generates high threat clarity, strong alliance cohe-
sion, a clear deterrence mission and sustained de-
fense spending. A democratic Russia, by contrast, 
embodies high uncertainty, risks of Alliance frag-
mentation, an ambiguous engagement strategy, and 
pressure for retrenchment. The collapsing threat 
of Russian hybrid operations against European 
nations could lead to those nations to halt or de-
lay developing effective countermeasures, in turn 

creating vulnerabilities that could be exploited by 
other actors such as China, Iran, or North Korea. 

CONCLUSION: CONTINUITY, 
DIVERGENCE, AND NATO’S 
STRATEGIC HEDGE 

Taken together, the four Russia 2036 scenarios are 
not discrete boxes but points along a continuum 
shaped by two decisive variables, namely, the out-
come and legacy of the war against Ukraine, and the 
durability of Vladimir Putin’s personalist system. 
Whether framed as eternal Putin, managed decline, 
Sino-dependency, or democratic turn, each future 
reflects different combinations of regime legitimacy, 
elite cohesion, economic resilience, and external 
alignment. No matter the future, Russia will re-
main a central variable in Euro-Atlantic security 
through 2036. NATO’s challenge is to build a pos-
ture resilient enough to deter a revanchist power, 
flexible enough to manage a dependent proxy, and 
disciplined enough to engage a reforming state—
without mistaking temporary change for structur-
al transformation. For NATO, the central task is 
not predicting which scenario will materialize but 
hedging credibly across all four.

With regard to the four alternative scenarios, three 
structural continuities stand out. First, Russia re-
tains disruptive capacity in every scenario. Even in 
decline, Moscow preserves a formidable nuclear 
arsenal, cyber capability, intelligence reach, and 
capacity for hybrid warfare. The toolkit—energy 
leverage, disinformation, proxy destabilization, 
cyber sabotage, and nuclear signaling—remains 
available whether Russia is triumphant, stagnating, 
subordinate to China, or democratizing but unsta-
ble. Russia may weaken conventionally, but it can 
still break things. Hybrid pressure along NATO’s 
eastern and southern flanks, infrastructure sabo-
tage, and weaponized migration remain low-cost, 
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high-impact options. Second, internal fragility 
does not equate to external passivity. In both Long 
Goodbye/Managed Decline and Crouching Bear; 
Hidden Dragon, insecurity at home incentivizes 
risk-taking abroad. A shrinking rent base, elite frag-
mentation, or dependence on Beijing may increase 
the appeal of foreign policy adventurism to main-
tain relevance or regime survival. Third, NATO 
cohesion is tested in all futures. Under Great Power 
Russia-Eternal Putin and Long Goodbye/Managed 
Decline, unity is driven by threat clarity. Under 
democratization, unity is strained by ambiguity. 
Under Crouching Bear; Hidden Dragon, Alliance 
burden-sharing and sequencing dilemmas inten-
sify. In every case, the Alliance must reconcile US 
strategic prioritization of China with Europe’s im-
mediate security exposure.

The scenarios diverge sharply along three axes: 
autonomy, alignment, and legitimacy. Under 
autonomy, Great Power Russia-Eternal Putin as-
sumes strategic self-sufficiency and balancer status. 
Long Goodbye/Managed Decline reflects eroding 
state capacity but retained sovereignty. Crouching 
Bear; Hidden Dragon implies profound dependen-
cy on China. Democratic Turn restores autono-
my through diversification and reintegration with 
the West. 

Under alignment, the China vector is decisive. In 
Crouching Bear; Hidden Dragon, Russia becomes 
embedded in a Sino-centric security and economic 
orbit, transforming the Euro-Atlantic and Indo-Pa-
cific theaters into a single strategic system. In oth-
er scenarios, Russia hedges—either transactionally 
balancing Beijing or competing with it beneath a 
managed façade. Under legitimacy, Great Power 
Russia-Eternal Putin rests on mobilized nationalism 
and civilizational confrontation. Long Goodbye/
Managed Decline rests on inertia and repression. 

Crouching Bear; Hidden Dragon depends on 
patronage networks tied to Chinese capital and 
Democratic Turn on electoral and civic legitima-
cy—but with risks of fragmentation reminiscent of 
the 1990s.

For NATO 3.0, several conclusions follow. 
•	 First, deterrence remains foundational. Across 

three of four scenarios, Russia remains adver-
sarial or potentially adversarial. Forward 
defense, readiness, stockpiles, and integrated 
planning cannot be contingent on regime type. 

•	 Second, two-theatre planning becomes central. 
A Sino-dependent Russia collapses sequencing 
assumptions and forces the Alliance to opera-
tionalize sustainable burden-shifting without 
creating temporary vulnerability in Europe. 

•	 Third, hybrid resilience is the constant require-
ment. Civil preparedness, infrastructure 
protection, and counterdisinformation capacity 
are scenario-proof investments. 

•	 Fourth, strategic amnesia must be avoided in a 
democratic scenario. If Russia liberalizes, NATO 
needs to revive a dual-track logic—deterrence 
paired with dialogue—without eroding credi-
bility or enabling premature retrenchment. 

•	 Fifth, and lastly, trigger-point vigilance is 
essential. Major military defeat in Ukraine, 
elite fracture, renewed mobilization, the inev-
itability of biology (Putin’s death), or severe 
economic shock could accelerate transitions 
between scenarios. NATO must monitor not 
only Russian capabilities but regime stability 
indicators and prepare strategies ready to be 
executed. ~ Σ
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