
Pop-Up Case: Defending Ukraine
Russia’s invasion of Ukraine is the biggest test to European stability and, more broadly, of the liberal world order since World War II. The war has the potential to widen 

to Ukraine’s neighbors, many of whom are members of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) alliance. NATO members have so far avoided direct military 
involvement in the war, choosing to limit themselves to sending military and economic aid to Ukraine, providing intelligence, and supporting refugees.  Yet as the conflict 
continues, calls for NATO to intervene directly are likely to grow. The United States will have to weigh whether and, if so, how to become more directly involved in the war.
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Decision Point: 
As Putin’s offensive in Ukraine continues, onlookers in the United States and 
Europe are growing increasingly concerned that Russian forces could step up 
indiscriminate bombardments or resort to using weapons of mass destruction 
to achieve victory. Compounding these concerns are fears that the conflict 
could spill over into a neighboring NATO country, possibly triggering a 
broader war among nuclear-armed powers. With the war in Ukraine showing 
no sign of letting up, the president has convened the National Security Council 
(NSC) to discuss how the United States and its NATO allies should respond. 
NSC members will need to carefully consider how to aid to Ukraine while 
safeguarding against a dangerous escalation.   

NSC members should consider the following policy options:

• Provide full direct defense to Ukraine, including by committing U.S. ground troops 
along with naval forces to Ukraine and calling on NATO allies to do the same. This 
option offers the possibility of halting devastation in Ukraine and ending the war 
before it can spread to other countries. Yet it carries an immense risk of escalating 
the conflict into a broader war with Russia.

• Provide limited direct defense to Ukraine, including by declaring a no-fly zone over 
some or all of Ukraine’s airspace. This option might help to safeguard civilian 
centers and humanitarian corridors, without the greater risk to personnel that a 
full commitment of U.S. and allied forces would entail. However, this option 
would risk drawing NATO into direct combat with Russia, triggering a wider war.

• Continue providing indirect defense, including by supplying Ukraine with arms, 
intelligence, and financial assistance. This option reduces—but does not eliminate
—the risk of triggering escalation. It does not guarantee that the war will not still 
expand into a NATO country, and most important it carries the risk that Russia 
will be able to ultimately defeat Ukraine’s military forces. It also means the 
destruction of Ukraine and the killing of many thousands of people will continue.
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Use the following hypothetical case to spark discussion and help students 
to think through what they would do if they were decision makers. See the back of 
the page for some inspiration for how to structure your conversation.

The Situation:
Russian President Vladimir Putin’s invasion of Ukraine has killed thousands and 
driven more than three million Ukrainians to leave their homes. Ukrainian forces 
have mounted a stiffer defense than analysts predicted, but observers fear this may 
not last. Paradoxically, the longer Ukrainian forces frustrate Putin’s offensive, the 
greater the chance that he will escalate to indiscriminate attacks on civilian centers 
or even use weapons of mass destruction to achieve victory. As the war continues, it 
could spill over or lead Putin to expand his ambitions into neighboring countries—
many of which are members of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO), an 
alliance of thirty North American and European democracies who have committed 
to mutual defense in the event of an attack against any member. A Russian attack 
against a member state could well precipitate a broader war between NATO and 
Russia—a conflict that could cause widespread destruction, have worldwide ripple 
effects, and risk escalation to the nuclear level—with potentially catastrophic results. 

The United States and NATO have an urgent interest in assisting Ukraine and 
defeating Russian aggression. So far, the U.S. and NATO response has avoided 
direct military involvement, instead focusing on imposing crippling economic 
sanctions on Russia, supplying Ukraine with economic and military support, and 
reinforcing NATO’s eastern flank. This strategy could increase the price of Putin’s 
invasion to the point where he would consider negotiating a ceasefire without, 
policymakers hope, provoking Russian retaliation. As the war grows deadlier, 
however, calls for more direct intervention have grown. Many observers doubt arms 
transfers are sufficient to turn the tide in Ukraine. Others—especially in the Baltic 
countries on NATO’s eastern flank—also fear that escalation is likely, if not from an 
inadvertent spillover from Ukraine, then from Putin turning his aggression on other 
former Soviet satellites. 

Two principal options for a direct intervention exist. The first is to commit to the 
full-scale defense of Ukraine by deploying ground troops and air and naval forces to 
help defend the country. Yet this would likely trigger the very war with Russia that 
NATO hoped to avoid. The second option is to support Ukraine by establishing a 
no-fly zone over some or all of Ukraine’s airspace. The goal would be to prevent 
Russian airstrikes and to attack Russian armor and ground forces inside Ukraine. 
However, NATO air forces would need to enforce a no-fly zone by directly targeting 
Russian planes and air defense systems, many of which are hundreds of miles inside 
Russian territory. Therefore, even this limited option would likely amount to a 
NATO war with Russia. So far, NATO countries have taken any form of direct 
military response off the table. But should war in Ukraine drag on or escalate, 
policymakers may face rising political pressure to consider how they can further 
assist Ukraine, while minimizing the risks of triggering a wider war.

Additional Resources:
1. Preventing a Wider European Conflict (Council on Foreign Relations)

2. Five Questions: Russia's War in Ukraine (Council on Foreign Relations)

3. The Case for a No-Fly Zone in Ukraine (Wall Street Journal)

https://modeldiplomacy.cfr.org/
https://www.cfr.org/report/preventing-wider-european-conflict
https://www.cfr.org/blog/five-questions-russias-war-ukraine
https://www.wsj.com/articles/case-for-no-fly-zone-ukraine-russia-offensive-defensive-bombing-civiliians-airpower-nato-human-rights-violation-war-invasion-11646837093
https://www.cfr.org/report/preventing-wider-european-conflict
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Pop-Up Case Guidelines
Pop-up cases from Model Diplomacy are short case studies on current events that put students in the shoes of policymakers facing the most pressing 
issues in international relations. There are lots of ways to organize a discussion using a pop-up case. It is always helpful to think about your goals for 
the discussion and then to consider any time or participation constraints you could have. If you are teaching online and cannot discuss 
synchronously, consider a short writing assignment or using an online discussion board (see some excellent tips here and here). If you are teaching 
face-to-face or over videoconference and are looking for some inspiration, here are a few ideas:

Gauge reaction: 
If you want to show what students are thinking before diving into the 
discussion, here are two easy ways to do it. In one, often called “four 
corners,” assign each policy option to a corner of the room, and then 
ask students to stand in the corner associated with the policy option 
they support. In the other, if you want your students to think along a 
spectrum instead (e.g., interventionist-isolationist, unilateral-
multilateral, more urgent–less urgent), put the ends of your spectrum 
at either end of your blackboard and have students stand along the 
board to indicate where along the spectrum they fall. With both 
approaches, everyone will sit down again with a sense of where they 
stand regarding the case. Use this knowledge to shape discussion—
eliciting less popular opinions, challenging more popular ones, 
encouraging like-minded students to further develop their ideas, or 
having students who disagree discuss in small groups.

Think-Pair-Share:
This exercise is particularly useful for groups where some students are 
hesitant. Ask everyone to spend a few minutes quietly gathering their 
thoughts and articulating them in a notebook (“think”), then have 
them turn to the person sitting next to them to compare notes 
(“pair”), and then have students report out to the whole group 
(“share”), knowing that everyone will have had time to think through 
something to say.

Whiparound:
Ask students to briefly share their position one after the other without 
responding to each other. Typically, everyone speaks in the order they 
are sitting. This can be a way to see where everyone stands before 
launching into a discussion. If you expect a topic to be particularly 
contentious, you could have students listen to each other and then 
reflect in writing.

Simple NSC simulation:
If you would like to simulate a simplified version of a more realistic 
policy debate, you can appoint yourself (or a randomly chosen student) 
president. Ask students to debate the policy options (or come up with 
new ones) and try to reach consensus on a recommendation to the 
president.

NSC simulation with assigned opinions:
While assigning individual roles for a brief case study is complicated, 
you could assign opinions. For example, assign one-third of the class to 
be isolationist, one-third to favor a military response, and one-third to 
favor a diplomatic response. Let the groups caucus for a few minutes, 
then present their policy options and debate them, leaving the final 
decision up to you (or a student) as president.

Note: In our experience, simulations are often most productive if 
students imagine they are advising a generic president rather than a 
specific one.
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