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THE OSTRICH EFFECT AND THE «STRATEGIC»
DEFORMATION OF THE POLITICAL LANDSCAPE
OF EUROPEAN DEMOCRACIES

The article examines the phenomenon of cognitive avoidance of danger in the po-
litical thinking of European democracies in the context of the Russian-Ukrainian war,
defined as the «ostrich effect». Based on Michael Lamport Commons’s Model of Hier-
archical Complexity (MHC), this effect is interpreted as the functioning of political
systems at lower levels of cognitive integration, where reactive behavior prevails over
strategic reasoning. A comparative analysis of European Union member states was con-
ducted using the criterion of cognitive complexity in decision-making, distinguishing
between states of high integration (the Baltic countries, Poland, the Czech Republic),
low integration (Germany, France, Italy), and negative adaptation (Hungary, Slova-
kia). Historical parallels with the appeasement policy of the 1930s reveal the recurrence
of denial mechanisms within democratic systems. The study argues that overcoming
cognitive inertia requires raising the cognitive complexity of political thinking —
through strategic communication, education, media literacy, and leadership capable of
guiding societies toward an informed perception of threats. The scientific novelty lies
in integrating cognitive psychology with political analysis of European security and
adapting the MHC framework to the study of collective behavior in democratic systems.

Keywords: cognitive inertia, political thinking, European democracies, Model of
Hierarchical Complexity, Russian-Ukrainian war, political leadership, strategic com-
munication.

Y cmammi docAidxkeHo $eHomer KOZHIMUEH020 YHUKAHHS Hebe3sneKku 6 noAi-
MUYHOMY C6IMOZAA0I €6PONEUCHKUX 0eMOKPAMIlL Y KOHMeEKCMI poCilicbKo-YKpait-
COKOT 6liHU, 6UsHAYEHUL K «ePpexm cmpayca». Ha ocrosi ModeAi iepapxiutoi ckaad-
nocmi M./1. Kommorica (Model of Hierarchical Complexity, MHC) inmepnpemosatio
el eexm AK npose PYyHKUIOHYEAHH NOAMULHUX CUCTIEM HA HUKUUX PIGHIX KO2-
HIMUEHOT 1Hmezpayii, de peaxmueHa noeedinKa nepesaxae Had CrmpamezivHum Muc-
AeHHAM. 30iticHeHO NOPIGHANLHULL AHAALS OKpemux depras Esponeiicoiozo Coro3y 3a
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Kpumepiem KOZHIMUEHOT CKAAOHOCTT NOATMUYHUX PIULeHDb: SUOKPEMAEHO 0epxKasu
sucoxoi inmezpauii (baaxmiiicoxi kpainu, ITorvwa, Yexis), nusvroi inmezpauii (Hi-
mewuuna, Opanyis, Imaris) ma necamusroi adanmauii (Yeopujuna, Crosawuuna).
[Iposedeto icmopuuti napareAi 3 NOAIMUKOIO YMUPOMEOPeHH Mixke60eHHoi JoOu
NOKA3Y10mMo NoGMOoposaAHICING MEXAHISMIE 3anepederts 3azpo3 Y 0eMOKpamudHux
cucmemax. Busnauerio, uo nodorants KozHImMueHoi iHepuil MOXAUGe Aulle uepes
nideuteHHs NiISHAGAALHOI CKAAOHOCTT NOAIMUYHOZ0 MUCACHHA — PO3UTNOK CIpa-
MezivHol KOMYHIKALiL, 0C6imu, mMediazpamomHocmi ma Aidepcmea, 30ammozo 6ectmu
CYCNIALCME0 00 YCE100MAEHO20 CHpUUHAMMA pusukie. Hayikoéa HosusHa norszae y
NOEOHAHHI KOZHIMUEHO-NCUXOA0ZIUHO20 Ni0X00Y HA ocHo6i meopii ModeAi iepapxiu-
noi cxaadnocmi M. /. Kommorca 3 noAimudHuM anarisom esponeticokoi 0esnexu
ma adanmauii yiei Modeai 00 00CAI)KeHHS KOAeKMUBSHOT 106edIHKU JeMOKPAMULHUX
cucmem.

Katrouogi caosa: kozrimueHa ineplis, noAimuiHe MUCACHHS, €6PONeLcoKi de-
mokpamii, Model of Hierarchical Complexity, pociiicoko-yKkpairncoka 6iiita, HOAImu-
He Aidepcmeo, cmpamezivia KOMYHIKAYIA.

Relevance of the study. The Russian-Ukrainian war has become not only
a military and geopolitical challenge but also a significant cognitive challenge
for European societies. It has called into question not so much the military ca-
pability of the West as the ability of Europe’s political elites and civil societies
to comprehend the threat posed by Russia as systemic, irreversible, and civili-
zational. Despite numerous statements of solidarity, in most EU countries the
war is still perceived as Ukraine’s war, rather than a war that determines the
security future of the continent itself.

This cognitive gap between reality and its political perception manifests
itself in a phenomenon defined in the study as the «ostrich effect» — a be-
havioral pattern of avoiding recognition of danger. European political elites,
dependent on electoral support, are forced to take into account the growing
sentiments of war fatigue, economic discontent, and the desire for «<normaliza-
tion» spreading in their societies. This has led to numerous compromise deci-
sions — refusing to supply certain types of weapons to Ukraine, delaying the
confiscation of frozen Russian assets, and seeking to maintain trade contacts
with Russia in various forms.

The problem. The paradox of modern Europe is that consciously avoiding
political decisions and fearing voters leads to cognitive degradation of strategic
thinking. What appears to be an obvious necessity from a security perspec-
tive — recognizing Russia as an existential threat — is transformed into a prob-
lem that is more convenient to postpone in domestic political logic.

The hypothesis is that the «ostrich effect» in EU politics is a manifestation
of the cognitive limitations of political systems operating at lower levels of hi-
erarchical complexity.

This phenomenon can be described through the prism of the Model of Hi-
erarchical Complexity (MHC) proposed by Michael Lamport Commons [7].
MHC allows measuring the cognitive complexity of behavioral and political
decisions. According to this model, the higher the level of cognitive organiza-
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tion, the more the system is able to integrate conflicting factors, predict conse-
quences, and overcome short-term incentives.

In the context of European policy on the Russian-Ukrainian war, the «os-
trich effect» can be interpreted as a manifestation of a low level of cognitive
complexity — reactive rather than integrative behavior of the political system.
Politicians, seeking to satisfy voters, reduce the level of strategic rationality to
situational responses: «how to avoid losses» instead of «<how to achieve goals».

In this study, the concept of the «ostrich effect» is used not in its literal or
colloquial sense, but as an analytical metaphor denoting a behavioral pattern of
avoidance of awareness of threats in political thinking. This pattern reflects the
tendency of political actors and societies toward denial, cognitive dissonance,
avoidance behavior, motivated reasoning, and psychological distancing in sit-
uations that evoke fear or contradict habitual notions of stability.

As M. L. Commons notes, human cognition tends to avoid complex or
painful judgments, replacing systematic thinking with intuitive thinking:
«When faced with threatening information, people do not process it analytical-
ly, but rather seek emotional relief by simplifying or ignoring it» [7]. Philip Tet-
lock, in his research on political accountability, emphasizes that political elites
often demonstrate a «bias toward cognitive comfort» when rational arguments
give way to the desire to avoid responsibility: «Political actors are motivated
not by accuracy, but by the need to maintain cognitive consistency and social
approval» [20]. Jonathan Haidt adds a dimension of moral psychology to this,
arguing that people react emotionally first and then rationalize their position:
«Intuition comes first, strategic thinking second» [13].

Taken together, these approaches allow us to view the «ostrich effect» as a
manifestation of a collective cognitive avoidance mechanism, which becomes
particularly noticeable in crisis situations when acknowledging reality requires
moral courage and political will.

According to MHC, any form of behavior or thinking can be classified ac-
cording to its degree of complexity — from the concrete-operational to the ab-
stract-metasystemic level. The higher the level, the greater the subject’s ability
to integrate conflicting factors, consider events in broader temporal and causal
contexts, and anticipate the consequences of their own actions. At lower levels
of cognitive complexity, behavior is determined by reactivity, emotional imme-
diacy, and a short time horizon, which is characteristic of political systems that
make decisions under the pressure of public sentiment.

In this context, the «ostrich effect» in European politics can be interpreted
as a manifestation of the political system functioning at an intermediate level
of cognitive complexity — between the concrete-operational and the formal-ab-
stract. Given the electoral risks, European elites often reproduce reactive deci-
sion-making models aimed at reducing tension in society rather than strategi-
cally addressing the challenge.

The transition to the metasystemic level, in M. L. Commons’ terms, would
mean a qualitatively different way of thinking — the realization that Ukraine’s
security is part of Europe’s security, and therefore support for Ukraine is not an
act of solidarity, but a form of self-preservation of the democratic space. Thus,
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MHC allows us to explain why even developed democracies can demonstrate
avoidance behavior patterns; they function within a cognitive complexity that
does not correspond to the level of historical threat.

The purpose of this article is to explore the mechanisms of this effect in
the political decisions of European elites regarding the Russian-Ukrainian war,
to identify historical parallels of avoidance of reality, and to outline the con-
ditions for transitioning to a higher level of cognitive integration — a policy
capable of recognizing and acting in the face of danger.

Historiography of the issue. Studies of European policy toward Russia
after 2014 focus primarily on the crisis of the EU’s strategic autonomy and the
growing emotional exhaustion of democratic societies. The works of K. Gill and
M. Smith [14] and M. Leonard and ]. Shapiro [15] emphasize that European
political elites often react rather than take strategic initiative, resulting in a lack
of a «metapolitical vision» of security. T. Snyder emphasizes that the inability
to identify Russia as a revisionist actor was the result of a deep illusion of a
peaceful order that formed after 1991 [17].

In turn, research in political psychology [7; 13; 20] and cognitive complex-
ity theory [18; 20] has created an analytical framework for understanding the
«ostrich effect» as a manifestation of political avoidance. The application of
the hierarchical complexity model to political processes in modern science is
rare. Individual attempts [7; 8] demonstrate the potential of this theory as a
universal model for measuring levels of complexity in collective thinking and
decision-making.

Thus, previous studies consider the cognitive limitations of European de-
mocracies but do not combine them with modeling political behavior through
MHC. This determines the scientific novelty of this article, which offers an an-
alytical combination of cognitive theory and European political studies in the
context of the Russian-Ukrainian war.

Presentation of the main material. After 1945, European societies were
raised in the paradigm of «eternal peace», which gave rise to a collective inabil-
ity to think in terms of existential threats. War is seen not as a systemic reality,
but as an anomaly that must be isolated. The result is half-hearted decisions,
such as Germany’s refusal to supply Taurus long-range missiles; delays in de-
ciding on the use of frozen Russian assets; a partial return to trade with Russia
through intermediaries (0il and chemical products), etc. Moscow fuels these
sentiments by spreading narratives of «war fatigue», «Ukrainians don’t want
peace», and «sanctions hurt Europe more than Russia», effectively exploiting
the same cognitive barriers that exist among European elites themselves.

The situation resembles the psychology of European societies in the inter-
war period, when fear and fatigue from violence prevailed after World War 1.
In the 1930s, the British and French political elites, seeking to «preserve peace at
any cost», turned a blind eye to Hitler’s aggression — from the remilitarization
of the Rhine to the annexation of Austria. The policy of appeasement became
a classic example of avoiding unpleasant reality in the name of the illusion of
stability. British historian A. J. P. Taylor described the atmosphere in interwar
Europe as a state of paralyzing fear of a new war, when the desire to preserve
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peace at any cost prevailed over the awareness of the real threat [19]. At the po-
litical level, this led to the prevalence of emotional rationality when danger was
perceived as something abstract or controllable. Political leaders — primarily
in Great Britain and France — avoided direct conclusions about the aggressive
nature of Nazism, hoping that diplomatic concessions would «appease» the
aggressor. Responding to these sentiments, political elites reduced the level of
strategic mobilization, demonstrating a typical example of behavioral adapta-
tion to electoral pressure.

Interwar and contemporary Europe share a common cognitive structure
of political and security behavior choices — a belief in the possibility of ratio-
nalizing the aggressor through dialogue. Just as Nazi Germany was presented
in the 1930s as a state that could be «integrated into the system of international
relations», Russia has long been viewed as a «partner with whom agreements
can be reached». After 2014, this narrative has only partially transformed, leav-
ing echoes in the form of calls for negotiations, compromises, or mutual con-
cessions. These rhetorical practices serve the same function as the appeasement
policy of the 1930s — they create a psychological barrier to recognizing the
scale of the threat. Russian disinformation policy actively exploits this vulnera-
bility. As in the interwar period, the key consequence of cognitive avoidance is
a reduction in public sensitivity to danger. In the 1930s, newspapers rarely re-
ported on the militarization of the Rhine or the annexation of Austria as a threat
to Europe. Similarly, today, part of the European media perceives the war as a
regional conflict, distant from its own security sphere. This creates a situation
where a rational understanding of the threat does not translate into emotional
awareness — the very boundary that M. L. Commons’ model defines as the
transition from the systemic to the metasystemic level of cognitive integration.
Similarly, today, fear of war is transforming into a desire not to see its system-
ic nature, to reduce the problem to the «Ukrainian question», and to distance
oneself from responsibility.

The application of a theoretical model allows us to examine how Europe-
an political elites are attempting to reconcile the cognitively complex task of
countering Russian aggression with pragmatic electoral survival. This balance
between strategic necessity and voter expectations gives rise to numerous ex-
amples of double rhetoric, half-hearted decisions, and contradictory signals.

In February 2022, Chancellor Olaf Scholz announced Zeitenwende — a
«turning point» that was supposed to symbolize a strategic change in German
security policy. However, in practice, the governing coalition (SPD, Green Par-
ty, FDP) is demonstrating behavior that corresponds to the described model,
in which recognition of the threat is combined with caution aimed at main-
taining electoral support. Specifically, the refusal to transfer Taurus missiles
to Ukraine is an example of avoiding an unpopular move that could provoke
internal fears of escalation, while the decision to increase the defense budget is
accompanied by rhetoric of «limited responsibility». During the 2023 — 2024 re-
gional elections, the growth in support for the right-wing populist Alternative
for Germany (AfD), which uses anti-war slogans («Peace with Russia», «No
war for America»), forced the government to soften its tone on military aid is-
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sues [9; 10; 11]. Thus, the fear of losing voters reduces the cognitive complexity
of decisions, and strategic logic is subordinated to the logic of political survival.

In turn, French President Emmanuel Macron positions himself as one of the
main supporters of «European strategic autonomy». At the same time, his pol-
icy demonstrates the inconsistency characteristic of an electoral environment
that does not perceive the war as its own. After all, his statements about the
«need to avoid humiliating Russia» (2022) and subsequent attempts to estab-
lish «channels of dialogue with Moscow» were dictated not so much by geopo-
litical considerations as by domestic political considerations the fear of losing
the support of the centrist electorate ahead of the 2022 parliamentary elections
[2; 5]. At that time, social surveys showed that more than 50% of French people
were against increasing military aid to Ukraine, and 40% believed that «Europe
should seek a compromise with Russia». Therefore, the political elite acts with-
in the framework of a «systemic cognitive compromise», recognizing the threat
but at the same time trying to preserve the idea of a «controlled peace».

In Italy, the governments of M. Draghi and G. Meloni have consistently
declared their support for Ukraine, but the electoral context imposes obvious
limitations. The 2022 elections were marked by economic crisis, rising ener-
gy prices, and anti-war rhetoric from some parties (the League, the Five Star
Movement). Giorgia Meloni, seeking to maintain support, is forced to balance
between Euro-Atlantic commitments and the sentiments of her own electorate,
which is dissatisfied with sanctions and aid to Ukraine [12]. It is telling that
government comments often use the phrase «support for Ukraine — yes, but
without escalating the conflict», which in fact means maintaining the emotional
comfort of voters at the expense of strategic clarity.

In contrast to Germany or France, the governments of Viktor Orban and
Robert Fico have turned the «ostrich effect» into an element of political identity.
The election campaigns in Budapest (2022) and Bratislava (2023) were openly
based on the rhetoric of «protecting peace» and «not getting involved in some-
one else’s war» [1; 6]. This strategy was successful; both leaders used fear of war
as an electoral resource, fueling pro-Russian narratives about «Western prov-
ocations». In this case, the cognitive model of politics boils down to avoiding
confrontation even at the cost of undermining the common European position.

The 2024 European Parliament campaign showed that the topic of the war
in Ukraine has become electorally toxic in most EU countries. Populist parties
across the spectrum, from right to left, actively use rhetoric about «conflict fa-
tigue», «the need for peace», and «protecting domestic well-being» [16].

Ananalysis of European Union countries’ policies on the Russian-Ukrainian
war demonstrates varying levels of cognitive integration of political decisions,
allowing for a conditional classification based on the depth of awareness of the
threat and the ability to integrate security challenges into a strategic vision for
development.

1) States with high cognitive integration. In our opinion, this group in-
cludes the Baltic countries of Lithuania, Latvia, Estonia, and Poland. They
demonstrate the highest level of cognitive maturity in political thinking, which
in terms of the Hierarchical Complexity Model corresponds to the metasys-
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temic level. The political elites of these states not only recognize the nature
of Russian aggression as an existential threat but also institutionally integrate
this awareness into national security policy and international communication.
Their response to the events of 2022 was swift, strategically coordinated, and
communicatively clear, demonstrating their ability to think ahead. Examples
include the creation of defense cooperation initiatives (Joint Expeditionary
Force, Baltic Defense Cooperation), strengthening information security, and
actively supporting Ukraine at the bilateral and international levels.

2) Countries with low cognitive integration. This category includes Ger-
many, France, and Italy, whose policies are characterized by reactive logic typ-
ical of the systemic level of cognitive complexity. These states are aware of the
strategic danger posed by Russia, but their behavior remains too heavily de-
pendent on domestic political and electoral constraints. Decision-making is of-
ten accompanied by internal contradictions and a desire to avoid radical steps
that could affect public opinion or economic interests. A characteristic feature is
the post-factum reaction, as caution initially dominates, followed by a gradual
increase in aid to Ukraine, demonstrating the lag between strategic thinking
and the real dynamics of threats. Examples include Berlin’s prolonged delay in
deciding whether to transfer Leopard 2 tanks or Taurus missiles, Paris’s double
rhetoric on dialogue with Moscow, and Rome’s cautious position on sanctions
policy.

3) States of negative adaptation. Hungary and Slovakia represent a model
of cognitive regression of the image of Europe’s political future, or negative
adaptation, which corresponds to the concrete-operational level in M.L. Com-
mons’ model. Their political behavior is based on a conscious denial of the sys-
temic nature of the existential threat and on the actual reproduction and pro-
motion of Russian narratives in domestic political discourse. Viktor Orban’s
government positions its policy of «neutrality» as «peacekeeping», effectively
legitimizing Russian arguments of «non-resistance to evil with violence», i.e.,
force. Robert Fico demonstrates a similar strategy in Slovakia, using anti-war
rhetoric to mobilize voters from impoverished groups of citizens affected by
the side effects of Russia’s aggression against Europe. Such short-sighted po-
litical models of voter mobilization reduce the level of cognitive complexity to
emotionally defensive reactions, avoiding analytical assessment of the long-
term consequences for regional security.

Comparative typology shows that the European political space functions
at different cognitive levels of integration, which directly affects the effective-
ness of strategic responses to aggression. Countries with high cognitive inte-
gration demonstrate realistic policies and strategic foresight. Countries with
low levels of integration operate in a post-factum regulation mode, balancing
between internal sentiments and external challenges. Models of negative adap-
tation create an environment of cognitive inertia that potentially undermines
EU unity on security issues.

The problem of cognitive inertia and political avoidance cannot be over-
come by institutional means alone. Its nature is cognitive and psychological,
and therefore the path to a solution lies in raising the level of collective aware-

59



36iprui nayxosux npayv. Bunyck 2 (35), 2025

ness, in returning to the idea of democracy as a system capable of continuous
learning.

Historical experience shows that social fears and passivity can be over-
come through communication that combines truth, rationality, and participa-
tion. During the Great Depression, Franklin Delano Roosevelt created a new
form of political dialogue in which complex economic processes were ex-
plained in simple, human terms. This approach not only restored trust but also
raised the level of cognitive participation of citizens in joint decision-making.
During World War II, Winston Churchill chose a different but no less important
path: honest recognition of danger as a condition for mobilizing the nation. His
speeches transformed fear into will and doubt into determination. The contem-
porary example of Volodymyr Zelenskyy shows that in the era of digital pub-
licity, political communication can combine emotion and rationality, creating
new formats for interaction between the state and citizens. Therefore, overcom-
ing public denial of danger requires politicians who are capable of conducting
not a monologue of power, but a dialogue of knowledge that transforms society
from a passive spectator into a co-creator of a security culture.

European democracies need to restore the educational role of scientists,
clergy, cultural figures, and members of democratic political movements, which
was once their core function. In the context of hybrid threats and information
overload, this role takes on a strategic dimension. It is necessary to develop
public education systems on information security, critical thinking, and media
literacy, following the example of the Baltic states, which have created power-
ful educational programs to counter disinformation since 2014. Education is
not only a tool for knowledge but also a mechanism for increasing the cognitive
complexity of society. In terms of M. L. Commons’ model, this is a transition
from reactive to systemic thinking and then to metasystemic thinking, when a
person is able to integrate conflicting factors rather than deny them.

Contemporary European politics often appeals to concepts such as «preserv-
ing peace» or «avoiding escalation». Such rhetoric, although humane in content,
fixes society in a state of cognitive denial of the reality of an existential threat. A
new language of public policy is needed, based on an awareness of interdepen-
dence: Russia’s war against Ukraine is not an external conflict but a test of Euro-
pean democracy as a system of values for all social strata of a democratic country.

Instead of a «return to normality», a discourse of «active anticipation» must
take hold, in which stability is defined not by calm, but by readiness for action.

Increasing the cognitive complexity of political decisions requires structur-
al support. European institutions should 1. create analytical centers for strate-
gic foresight within governments and parliaments, 2. introduce cognitive risk
assessment in security policy (disinformation, radicalization, social apathy),
and 3. develop uniform standards for crisis communication that reduce pan-
ic and increase trust in democratic institutions. Such steps foster a culture of
foresight — the ability to act not only reactively but strategically, integrating
complex knowledge into political practice.

In all eras when democracies overcame fear and indifference, the driving
force behind change was the recognition of danger as a moral category. From
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Roosevelt to Churchill, from the dissident movements of the 20th century to
modern Ukraine, victory has been brought about not only by weapons but also
by society’s ability to face threats without closing its eyes.

Today, this ability is a criterion for the maturity of European democracy.
Overcoming this effect means not only a change in policy but also the cultiva-
tion of a new type of political consciousness based on knowledge, empathy,
and responsibility. Awareness is the path by which democracy learns to see
again.

Conclusions. Understanding this, European elites are adapting their polit-
ical messages, striving to demonstrate solidarity with Ukraine while not losing
the sympathy of voters. This creates a typical situation of cognitive duality:
externally, support for Ukraine is declared a «moral duty», while internally, the
narrative is «everything is under control» and «we are not at war».

Thus, the policies of most European countries demonstrate a meta-system-
ic tension between strategic security logic and electoral survival logic. In terms
of the Hierarchical Complexity Model, this means a halt in the development of
political thinking at the systemic level, states are aware of the structure of the
threat but do not integrate it into their own cognitive model of the world. In
other words, Europe sees war but thinks peace. This is precisely what consti-
tutes the modern manifestation of the «ostrich effect> — not a complete denial
of danger, but a rationalized avoidance of fully acknowledging it.
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