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Abstract

Sanctions are meant to coerce political adversaries through economic measures. How-

ever, evidence for their effectiveness is scarce. In this paper we assess the impact of

sanctions on a democracy — France — by studying the electoral consequences of

the sanctions and countersanctions imposed between Russia and Western countries.

Contrary to most of the existing literature we find clear evidence for exposure to

the sanctions to cause an increase in the vote share for pro-Russian (and far-right)

candidates during the French 2017 presidential election. Locally, the impact on voting

is substantial. Back-of-the-envelope calculations indicate that about 16,300 votes for

the main far-right candidate can be directly attributed to the sanctions’ impact. This is

the total number of votes cast in a medium-sized French city. It is however not nearly

enough to have affected the outcome of the election at the national level.
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1 Introduction

Do sanctions work? The answer to this question depends largely on the precise definition

of the expected and credibly achievable objectives of sanctions. Even if effectiveness is

narrowly defined as the ability to erode popular support for the targeted country’s leaders

and induce policy changes, the debate in political science and economics is lively and

most evidence is inconclusive.1 There is some evidence that sanctions can lead to a —

counterproductive — strengthening of popular support of the targeted political power,2

especially in illiberal regimes.3 Sanctions by Western democracies could hence be less

effective in adversarial illiberal regimes, while paradoxically leaving them more exposed to

political “blowback” in case of countersanctions. Assessing the sensitivity of democracies

to (counter)sanctions is therefore critical to measuring the effectiveness of this instrument,

and to better prepare democracies for potential responses.

In this paper, we investigate this question by studying the political impact of the imposition

of an embargo of a number of specific products in a large democratic target country.

Specifically, we study the case of France, which, along with 37 other countries, was target

of an embargo on select food and agricultural products in response to own sanctions

against the Russian Federation over its invasion and annexation of parts of Ukraine in

2014. The policy measures from both sides, Western sanctions and the Russian embargo,

had non-negligible economic costs in France, as exports to the Russian Federation became

more costly, and in some cases impossible (Crozet and Hinz, 2020). Politically, relations

between France and Russia therefore remained a hot topic: In the presidential election

in 2017, a number of contenders explicitly campaigned against the sanctions and aligned

themselves with Russia. The most extreme candidate — and politically most successful

— was Marine Le Pen from the far-right party Front National. She went so far as to visit

Russian President Putin, just one month before the election, in a highly visible media stunt

(see Figure 1).

The question we are addressing in this paper is whether exposure to the embargo had

a measurable causal impact on the outcome of the 2017 French presidential elections.

We do so by combining georeferenced French customs data and highly-detailed election

data. The former dataset contains of firm-level information on exported products and their

destinations, thus providing a local measure of exposure to the Russian embargo. The

latter dataset then provides highly disaggregated data on election outcomes, which saw

major far-left and far-right politicians questioning the incumbent government’s political

1See, e.g., Allen (2005), Lektzian and Souva (2007), Escribà-Folch and Wright (2010), Bapat et al. (2013),
and Felbermayr et al. (2020) for comprehensive reviews of empirical findings and original results.

2See Peksen and Drury (2010), Grossman et al. (2018) and Alexseev and Hale (2020) for evidence of this
kind of “backfiring” effects.

3E.g., Escribà-Folch and Wright (2010) and Bapat et al. (2013). This does not mean that there is no
“backfiring” in democracies (Grossman et al., 2018).
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Figure 1: Marine Le Pen and Vladimir Putin during the French election campaign (March
24, 2017).

Source: Michael Klimentyev/Sputnik/Kremlin/EPA.

line of seeing and treating Russia as an adversary. In a difference-in-differences setup we

assess whether changes in the political outcomes can be attributed to the local exposure to

the Russian embargo, exploiting rich spatial heterogeneity in the data.

As such, our paper is closely related to a lively literature that analyzes the connection

between trade and electoral outcomes. Dippel et al. (2022), e.g., find that exposure to

imports from low-wage origin countries helps nationalist parties, whereas export exposure

shows the opposite impact. Malgouyres (2017) supports this finding, analyzing fine-

grained French election data — the same we employ in this paper.4 These results are

complemented by findings of Colantone and Stanig (2018), who show for 15 Western

European countries that districts with greater exposure to import competition from China

increased political support to isolationist parties — primarily through a general shift

to the right of the electorate. In a similar vein, Che et al. (2021) find that China’s

integration into the world trading system helped US democrats — then seen as rather

protectionist. In a context closely related to sanctions, Blanchard et al. (2019) show that

Republican candidates in US electoral districts that were targeted in response to the Trump

administration’s trade war fared comparatively worse.

Most related to this present research endeavor are two papers studying the impact of

sanctions in a illiberal target country — in both cases Russia. Gold et al. (2022) study the

impact of the 2014 sanctions on parliamentary and presidential elections in Russia. Using

polling station-level data and a structurally estimated local sanctions shock, they show that

the regime’s support increased in those districts experiencing higher exposure to sanctions.

Peeva (2018) also studies this sanctions case, looking at geographic proximity between

sanctioned firms and polling stations in Russia. She finds similar results, highlighting the

4Another paper employing this local-level election data from France is Schneider-Strawczynsk (2021),
who studies the impact of the presence of migration centers for far-right support.
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role of the state media in mediating the effect.

Our contribution hence lies in the identi�cation and quanti�cation of the effectiveness

of international sanctions against a democracy. We document and econometrically show

that electoral districts in France that were exposed to Russian countersanctions saw a

shift to the electoral right — an increase in support for parties being perceived or openly

stating as being “pro-Russian”. For the �rst round of the 2017 presidential election, we can

ascribe about 16,300 additional votes in favor of Marine Le Pen to the Russian embargo.

This is both a lot and a little: On the one hand, the absolute number is far too small to

have signi�cantly in�uenced the results of a national election. In the �rst round of the

2017 presidential election nearly one million votes separated Macron from Le Pen, and

the latter quali�ed for the second round with a lead of more than 460,000 votes over

the third-placed candidate. On the other hand, however, it is certainly not a insigni�cant

amount, as it is equivalent to the total number of votes cast in a medium-sized French

city, like Biarritz. Moreover, this back-of-the-envelope quanti�cation is the result of a

difference-in-differences estimation that is, by its nature, a lower bound estimate of the

overall effect. Indeed, we only measure the “over-reaction” of the treated cities, but cannot

rule out (or even test) an overall effect on the whole population. Finally, it is important

to notice that the average treatment effect on the treated units is quite large. If the total

impact is small, it is due to the treatment being limited in scope: The number of treated

municipalities is quite small (172), which additionally, are, on average, relatively small

in terms of population. We obviously cannot know what the impact would have been

in case of sanctions affecting activities accounting for a larger fraction of the working

population and cities of France.5 Yet, as our results show, at the very least, it is possible for

sanctions to in�uence electoral outcomes in a large democracy. Our analysis highlights a

vulnerability that democracies should not ignore if they are to prepare for the possibility

of more severe sanctions.

The remainder of this paper is structured as follows: In section 3 we describe the context

of the elections, as well as parties and candidates. We then provide details on the exposure

measure, the treatment, in section 4, before conducting the empirical analysis in section 5.

In sections 6, 7 and 8 we discuss the results and conduct a serious of robustness checks.

Section 9 concludes.

2 The Russia sanctions and countersanctions

The Euromaidan protests that erupted in Ukraine in the winter of 2013–2014 had multiple

and tragic consequences. The chain of events led to the violent war against Ukraine,

launched by Russia in 2022. But in this article, the events that we are interested in are

5See List (2022) on the risk of extrapolating the consequences of scaling up an experiment.
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those of the �rst years of the con�ict.

In late 2013, in response to the overthrow of the pro-Russian government of Yanukovych,

Russia increased its political pressure on Ukraine, which soon devolved into an armed

con�ict in eastern and southeastern Ukraine. In March 2014, an internationally non-

recognized referendum endorsed the annexation of the Ukrainian province of Crimea to

the Russian Federation. In response, 37 countries (including all EU countries) put in place

a series of economic and diplomatic sanctions against Russia.

These sanctions consisted primarily of travel bans and individual asset freezes, targeting

dignitaries with ties to power or the military. In July 2014, Western sanctions were

signi�cantly strengthened. Major Russian �nancial institutions and large defence and

energy companies were banned from re�nancing in the sanctioning countries' markets.

Russia retaliated with a simple and clear action: An embargo on imports of select food

and agricultural products from sanctioning countries.6 Exports of the targeted products,

especially those from the European Union and France, were stopped suddenly and almost

completely (see, e.g., Cheptea and Gaigńe, 2020; Hinz and Monastyrenko, 2022).

Our empirical strategy is based on the fact that this embargo is both very precisely targeted

on a limited list of products and very effective in its implementation. This allows us to

identify those French municipalities that have been directly affected by the measures taken

by the Russian Federation.

3 Context: French elections after the imposition of sanctions

The empirical analysis is based on electoral results at the level of a French municipality.

The French territory and populations are divided into a large number of municipalities

(“ communes” in French administrative terminology). The number of municipalities changes

slightly every year since some merge or split. In 2017, there were 35,287 municipalities.

We exclude from the analysis all overseas territories and Corsica and focus on continental,

metropolitan territory only. We are left with 30,912 municipalities.

We exploit the results of four national ballots: the 2012 and 2017 presidential election

(won by François Hollande and Emmanuel Macron respectively), and the 2010 and 2015

regional elections.

3.1 French presidential elections

French presidents are elected every 5 years by a direct, universal popular vote. To be

eligible to run, candidates must �rst obtain the approval of 500 elected of�cials. Then, the

6For a description of the sanction scheme and the detailed list of products embargoed by Russia, see
Crozet and Hinz (2020).

5



election takes place in two rounds. In case no candidate can secure an absolute majority

the �rst vote, the two candidates who come �rst and second are competing once again in

the second round. Its winner then becomes the new French president.

An interesting feature of the 2012 and 2017 elections is that the three main populist,

“pro-Russia” candidates who participated in 2017 (Marine Le Pen, Nicolas Dupont-Aignan

and Jean-Luc Ḿelenchon) were also candidates in 2012. This allows us to apply a clean

difference-in-difference identi�cation strategy by comparing their performance in the �rst

round from one election to the next.7

3.2 Regional elections

We also exploit the results of the 2010 and 2015 regional elections. Due to their very

nature, it is possible that foreign policy issues had little in�uence in the campaign and on

voters' choices. However, the 2015 election was the �rst ballot just after the escalation

of the tensions in Ukraine and the implementation of the Russian embargo. Additionally,

even if the actual issues at stake in these elections are mostly local ones, regional elections

are seen as an opinion poll of sorts regarding national issues.

In 2015, metropolitan France was divided into 12 regions (plus Corsica, which is excluded

from our analysis). In each region, a direct universal two-round election was held to elect

the regional assemblies. Some lists whose partisan leanings are clearly mentioned and

easily identi�able, allow a comparison of results between regions over space and time.

This is notably the case for the Front National, the party of Marine Le Pen, which ran

under its national name in all regions in both elections, allowing for the same difference-

in-differences framework as employed in regressions for the presidential elections.

3.3 Key candidates in the 2017 presidential elections and party leanings

vis-a-vis the diplomatic relationships with Russia

Since the beginning of diplomatic tensions and the imposition of sanctions and counter-

sanctions, positions by single candidates and parties in general have been remarkably

stable over time.

During the 2017 campaign, there were heated debates on the position of French diplomacy

towards Russia. The main French newspaper,Le Monde, offered on its web edition a

comparison of candidates' programmes on a range of key topics. The issue of relationships

with Russia was one of them. We reproduce the classi�cation of candidates proposed by

the Le Mondein table 1.

According to this classi�cation proposed by Le Monde, most candidates in the 2017 election

were more or less in favor of a reconciliatory attitude towards Russia. However, there are

7See table 1 shows the list of candidates for the 2017 election.
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Table 1: Candidates to the 2017 presidential election and �rst round results

Name Party Political orientation Pro-Russia Results
National Treated

Emmanuel Macron En Marche! Center – 24.0 % 30.1 %
Marine Le Pen Front National Far-right ++ 21.3 % 11.1 %
François Fillon Les ŕepublicains Conservative + 20.1 % 21.9 %
Jean-Luc Ḿelenchon La France insoumise Far-Left + 19.6 % 21.7 %
Benô�t Hamon Parti Socialiste Social democrat – 6.4 % 9.2 %
Nicolas Dupont-Aignan Debout la France Conservative/Far-right ++ 4.7 % 2.8 %
Jean Lassale Ŕesistons! Independent n.a. 1.2 % 0.7 %
Philippe Poutou Nouveau parti anticapitaliste Trotskyist n.a. 1.1 % 0.9 %
François Asselineau Union Populaire Ŕepublicaine Independent + 0.9 % 0.9 %
Nathalie Arthaud Lutte Ouvri�ere Trotskyist n.a. 0.6 % 0.4 %
Jacques Cheminade Solidarité et progr�es Independent + 0.2 % 0.2 %

great differences between these “pro-Russian” candidates. Russia's two main supporters

were undoubtedly Marine Le Pen (“Front national” — FN) and Nicolas Dupont-Aignan

(“Debout la France” — DLF). Overall, the two candidates were politically close to each

other. They are both far-right/populist candidates and they formed an alliance in the

second round of the 2017 election, where Dupont-Aignan having openly campaigned for

Le Pen. During the campaign, Dupont-Aignan called for a deep partnership with Russia

and openly called for lifting the sanctions.8

Marine Le Pen also repeatedly expressed her admiration for Vladimir Putin and called for

closer relations with Russia.9 The Front National also obtained several loans granted by

Russian banks for various campaign funds in the last decade. Moreover, Marine Le Pen

had a widely publicized of�cial meeting with Vladimir Putin in the Kremlin in March 2017,

which was a signi�cant campaign event (see �gure 1). 10

François Fillon (“Les républicains” — LR) also had a pro-Russian stand. Even if this position

was very probably sincere, it was less marked than for Dupont-Aignan and Le Pen. Fillon

was the candidate of the mainstream conservative political party, which is signi�cantly

different from the very far-right, illiberal and anti-EU line of FN and DLF. Fillon's personal

views of Russia were not widely supported within his party and neither were an of�cial

stance of the party. This made it very unlikely that he would risk his electoral base and

create con�icts with several of France's EU partners.11

8“Unilaterally exit the sanctions regime against Russia” is point 6 of the “Foreign Affairs” chapter of
Dupont-Aignan's 2017 programme.

9Marine Le Pen, for example, claimed that the annexation of Crimea in 2014 was not illegal, suggesting that
sanctions against Russia were not justi�ed: “I absolutely do not believe that there was an illegal annexation:
There was a referendum, the people of Crimea wanted to join Russia.” (BFM TV - Jan. 3, 2017).

10For a thorough analysis of the links between Putin's Russia and the French far-right, along with the
pro-Russian leanings of the Front National, see (Shekhovtsov, 2017).

11The candidate's of�cial program states: “I wish to re-establish dialogue and relations of trust with Russia,
which must once again become a major partner. I will engage in discussions with our European partners,
in compliance with the Minsk agreements, in order to achieve the lifting of sanctions against Russia, which
unjustly penalise our farmers and businesses.” It appears clearly here that this is not a proposal to depart
unilaterally from European foreign policy, but rather a desire to in�uence overall policy.
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