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Overview

Admitting Ukraine into NATO could deter further Russian aggression, but it could also risk drawing NATO members into a
future war. Should the alliance allow Ukrainian membership?

Students will be able to summarize the core issues surrounding Ukrainian NATO membership. 

Students will be able to evaluate the benefits and drawbacks of various approaches to the issue of Ukrainian NATO
membership.

Students will be able to distill the perspectives and priorities of different countries regarding the question of Ukrainian NATO
membership. 

The Situation

The North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) binds the United States, Canada, and thirty European countries to the idea of
collective defense. That means an attack on one member would be treated as an attack on all. During the Cold War, that
promise of a collective response to aggression helped deter conflict between NATO members and the Soviet Union. Now,
Russia’s aggression toward its neighbors poses a new test for the alliance. Ukraine formally applied for NATO membership in
2022, months after Russia invaded the country. Extending the guarantee of collective defense to Ukraine could deter Russia
from launching another invasion in the future. However, if deterrence failed, Ukrainian NATO membership could draw the
alliance directly into a war with Russia. Such a war could have dangerous consequences, including nuclear escalation.

Ukraine’s desire for NATO membership is decades in the making. Following its independence from the Soviet Union in 1991,
the country tried to maintain a delicate balance between managing its relationship with Russia and building closer ties with the
United States and Western Europe. Russia maintains that Ukraine should be part of its sphere of influence. Accordingly, it has
regarded Ukrainian integration into Western institutions such as NATO and the European Union (EU) as a threat.

Tensions came to a head in 2014 when Ukraine moved toward signing an agreement to deepen trade relations and political
cooperation between Ukraine and the EU. Fearing Ukraine was slipping out of its orbit, Russia invaded and annexed the
Ukrainian territory of Crimea. It then began supporting separatist movements in eastern Ukraine. Undeterred, Ukraine went
forward with the EU agreement and made membership in both the EU and NATO a formal goal. Meanwhile, Russia remained
vehemently opposed to the idea of Ukrainian membership in those organizations—NATO in particular—characterizing it as an
attempt by hostile powers to encircle Russia.

Russia’s 2022 invasion made the question of Ukrainian NATO membership even more urgent. With substantial Western
military and financial support, Ukraine has resisted Russia's invasion and regained significant amounts of the territory that
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Russia initially occupied. As the fighting continues, Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelenskyy has repeatedly called for quick
entry into NATO. Only membership in the alliance, he argues, can guarantee Ukraine’s sovereignty and deter further Russian
aggression.  

Some NATO countries—particularly those nearest Russia in eastern Europe and the Baltic region—support Ukraine’s bid.
They argue that inviting Ukraine to join NATO would offer the strongest message to Russia that its invasion of Ukraine was
counterproductive. It would also signal that further aggression, against Ukraine or any NATO member, would mean war with
NATO. Some members also claim that admitting Ukraine would strengthen NATO. Even with the casualties it has sustained,
Ukraine has Europe’s largest army after Russia. Furthermore, its forces are now battle-hardened and better equipped to
cooperate with NATO militaries because of Western military support.

However, other NATO members—including the United States—urge caution. They stress that admitting Ukraine into NATO
cannot guarantee an end to Russian aggression. If deterrence failed, they point out that NATO members could be forced to
choose between joining a future war with Russia or discrediting NATO’s core principle of collective defense. Critics also
argue that the prospect of NATO membership for Ukraine in the future is an impediment to peace now. Russian President
Vladimir Putin has insisted that taking Ukrainian NATO membership off the table is a nonnegotiable condition for any peace
deal. Inviting Ukraine to join could prompt him to simply prolong the conflict.

Some policymakers have proposed alternative arrangements for Ukraine’s future security. Those include offering assurances
from individual NATO members that they will continue to provide Ukraine the support it needs to defend itself. Some
European countries also envisage a coalition of countries that would deploy forces to Ukraine after the end of the conflict to
help deter future aggression. Ukraine is also a candidate for membership in the EU, which would provide Ukraine a formal
security guarantee. Those proposals all fall short of providing Ukraine the security guarantee it wants from NATO. Still, they
represent viable alternatives for providing Ukraine concrete support.  

Ultimately, the debate over Ukrainian NATO membership will remain a defining question in the war and any peace process
that follows. No matter how the alliance chooses to answer that question, it will have enormous implications for peace and
stability in Europe. 

Decision Point

About Roles & Goals
North Atlantic Council

NATO members have long embraced the notion of Ukrainian membership in theory but refrained from outlining a definite
timeline or process by which Ukraine would join. As the war continues, the leaders of NATO member countries have gathered
in Brussels to discuss whether the time has come for a new approach. Members will consider Ukraine’s request for NATO
membership and decide whether to invite the country to join, reject its application, or delay a decision. Leaders need to weigh
the costs and risks of offering NATO membership to Ukraine against the costs and risks of withholding it. They should also
consider what other approaches they could take toward Ukraine’s future security beyond NATO membership. As they
deliberate, NATO leaders should consider not only which course of action offers the greatest chance of securing a durable
peace in Ukraine, but also how they can best protect their own national security interests. Critically, NATO requires
unanimous approval for all decisions; whatever members decide on this question, they must decide together.

NATO leaders should consider the following policy options:

Formally invite Ukraine to join NATO and begin accession talks. This is a high-risk, high-reward option. It offers
Ukraine the strongest guarantee of security and could deter future conflict in Europe more broadly. However, it could
also jeopardize potential peace negotiations and escalate tensions between NATO and Russia. At the worst, it could
draw alliance members directly into the fighting, either in the current war or in a renewed conflict in the future.
Reject the possibility of Ukrainian NATO membership. Instead of admitting Ukraine into the alliance, NATO members
could discuss other steps to advance peace and safeguard against future conflict. Those could include offering bilateral
security guarantees or expanding cooperation between Ukraine and NATO while stopping short of full membership.
That option could entice Russia to the negotiating table and accelerate an end to the current war. It could also preserve
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greater flexibility for NATO in responding to Russian hostility. However, it would leave Ukraine without a strong
guarantee of its future security. NATO members also have no guarantee that Ukrainians would willingly accept such a
proposal.
Maintain current support for eventual Ukrainian membership in NATO without committing to a defined timeline.
Maintaining ambiguity would preserve flexibility and avoid the worst risks of the other options. It could keep the issue
of NATO membership from triggering escalation. However, it could also mean the issue remains an obstacle to peace
negotiations. Delaying a decision could allow NATO members to maintain support for Ukraine without making
costly—and potentially politically unpopular—commitments.  
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