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THE USE OF ECONOMIC SANCTIONS 
Given the global economic power and financial importance of the United States, it is understandable that 
U.S. policymakers view sanctions as a primary foreign policy tool. Unfortunately, the historical record 
demonstrates that sanctions are rarely successful in achieving their objectives, especially on issues of high 
salience, such as questions of war and peace. By overusing sanctions, policymakers risk degrading 
America’s global economic power and harming its national security. 

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS 
• A tool, not a strategy. Sanctions should be used to supplement a well-thought-out strategy. Instead 

they must be designed and implemented to enhance an overarching strategy.  
• Understand what sanctions can—and cannot—achieve. Sanctions can be useful as a strictly 

punitive measure or to signal to other states that their behavior is unacceptable, but when linked to 
unrealistic goals, they place policymakers in difficult and unwinnable situations.  

• Ensure sanctions include incentives. Sanctions should include clear expectations and “off-ramps” 
that are politically viable to the targeted nation; and sanctions should be immediately lifted once the 
expectations are met.  

• Negotiate an end to ineffective sanctions. Leverage the removal of ineffective sanctions on regimes 
for modest gains and to start the process of building trust with targeted states, starting with Cuba.  

BACKGROUND 
The United States uses sanctions to isolate, punish, deter, degrade, and compel foreign states. While 
sanctions often negatively affect the economies of the targeted nations, they rarely succeed in achieving 
their policy objectives. A study by the Peterson Institute for International Economics found that unilateral 
sanctions were particularly unsuccessful, achieving their goals only 13 percent of the time, while other 
studies had the success rate as low as 5 percent. 

The United States has maintained sanctions on North Korea and Cuba for decades, yet North Korea 
possesses nuclear weapons and both regimes remain in power. The sanctions levied against Russia in 
recent years have done little to deter Moscow’s nefarious activities.  

The multilateral sanctions imposed on Iran by the P5+1 were effective in driving negotiations that 
eventually led to the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA). But the unilateral reimposition of 
sanctions on Iran following America’s withdrawal from the agreement will not result in a better nuclear 
deal nor regime change. It has, however, increased the likelihood of Iran reconstituting its nuclear 
weapons program and has eroded what little trust had been developed through the negotiating process. 

Both reneging on the JCPOA and the reimposition of sanctions have also strained relations between the 
United States and the other P5+1 nations. This year, European countries, led by Germany, France, and the 
UK, created a special-purpose vehicle for trade with Iran and a European supervisory board that acts as 
a diplomatic “sovereign shield” for private companies. While these actions may seem innocuous now, they 
have the potential to threaten U.S. economic power over the long term.  

Sanctions can be a useful tool, but they often come with significant costs: innocent citizens and businesses 
in America and in the targeted nations shoulder much of the economic burden, while foreign governments 
seek ways to circumvent them. Sanctions also erode America’s economic and financial dominance. Given 
these costs, and the fact that sanctions are rarely effective, policymakers must be much more thoughtful 
and judicious in their use of this foreign policy tool. 
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ADDITIONAL RESOURCES 
“The Problem with Sanctions: Feel Good Versus Effective Policy” by Doug Bandow, American 
Spectator (Online), April 22, 2019. 

“Scattershot Sanctions: The Trump Administration and the World” by Trevor Thrall and Emma 
Ashford, featuring Elizabeth Rosenberg, Power Problems, podcast, October 23, 2018. 

“Not-So-Smart Sanctions: The Failure of Western Restrictions Against Russia” by Emma Ashford, 
Foreign Affairs 95, no. 1 (January/February 2016). 

https://www.cato.org/publications/commentary/problem-sanctions-feel-good-versus-effective-policy
https://www.cato.org/multimedia/power-problems/scattershot-sanctions-trump-administration-world
https://www.cato.org/multimedia/power-problems/scattershot-sanctions-trump-administration-world
https://www.cato.org/sites/cato.org/files/articles/ashford-foreign-affairs-v95n1.pdf
https://www.cato.org/sites/cato.org/files/articles/ashford-foreign-affairs-v95n1.pdf

