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How Russia Won the Hybrid War in Georgia — and 
What the West Got Wrong
David Dondua

The August 2008 Russo-Georgian war achieved less than Moscow had hoped. Russia seized 18 per cent of the country's territory, areas it had already controlled since the early 1990s, but failed to alter Georgia's strategic direction. What military force could not achieve, Moscow pursued through other means — disinformation, economic leverage, elite capture, and a sustained cognitive campaign targeting Georgian society's deepest cultural anxieties. Over the following decade and a half, these tools proved far more effective than tanks. Yet Moscow's campaign found the ground partly prepared for it. Western partners, through a series of miscalculations, inadvertently made the cognitive campaign easier to wage. Understanding what went wrong and why is essential not only for Georgia's future but also for every country facing Russian hybrid warfare.
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Former President of Georgia, Georgian and Ukrainian politician Mikheil Saakashvili in Kyiv, Ukraine. December 2020 (Shutterstock)
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he question is no longer what Russia achieved in the 2008 war. The question is how, eighteen years later, Georgia found itself drifting away from Europe despite overwhelming public support for its European future.
That is Georgia's story. And since Georgia is not the only target of Russian hybrid warfare, understanding what happened there — which narratives worked, why they worked, and most importantly, where Western partners miscalculated in ways that inadvertently contributed to their success — matters well beyond Georgia's borders. This article examines those questions, primarily focusing on the period since 2012, when Georgian Dream (GD) replaced the United National Movement (UNM) and Russia's cognitive campaign shifted into a higher gear.
That said, this article does not examine the failures of Georgia's opposition, its inability over 14 years to mount a credible political alternative to Georgian Dream. That is a deeper story, and it deserves separate treatment. The focus here is narrower: how Western partners, through a series of miscalculations, made Russia's job easier.

The Narratives That Worked
1. The Saakashvili Factor 
For the entire period in power, Georgian Dream has relied on one strategy above all others: the persistent demonization of the former United National Movement government and its founder, ex-president Mikheil Saakashvili. Every election, regardless of the actual issues at stake, was framed as a binary choice — GD or UNM, Ivanishvili or Saakashvili, stability or chaos. The government answered every form of public criticism or policy demand with the same response: “Well, do you want Misha [Saakashvili] back?” To understand why this worked so effectively, one must acknowledge an uncomfortable political reality that Western partners were often reluctant to confront.
Saakashvili's nine-year tenure did include genuine, fundamental reforms that transformed Georgia from a failing post-Soviet state into something resembling a modern European democracy. Those reforms were necessary, and inevitably painful for a large part of society. But there was more to it than reform fatigue. The manner in which they were carried out deepened the wound considerably. Thousands of jobs were cut with no alternatives offered — not even a word of acknowledgement for years of dedicated service. Worse, those dismissed were publicly humiliated, repeatedly branded as waste to be discarded. During his second term, this contempt extended further: Saakashvili's government adopted a near-obsessive approach to business, pursued systematic asset seizures, imprisoned the non-compliant, and maintained entrenched elite impunity, while showing zero tolerance for minor infractions at the street level. The resentment this generated did not stay with those directly affected — it rippled outward to entire families. Consequently, a significant part of Georgians inherited a visceral, personal hatred of Saakashvili and those associated with him. For this segment of society, no honest assessment of Georgian Dream's failures can overcome that hatred.
Georgian Dream understood this perfectly and did everything in its power to keep Saakashvili permanently at the center of political discourse. Saakashvili, it must be said, was not unwilling. His continuous presence in media, his dramatic return to Georgia, and his imprisonment — all kept him as the axis around which Georgian politics turned, ensuring that a vote against GD felt, to many, like a vote for the return of something they genuinely feared.
Here, the West, and Europe in particular, made a self-inflicted mistake. After Saakashvili ended up in a Georgian prison, having crossed the border illegally, the European Parliament issued numerous resolutions urging authorities to pardon and release him, declaring his treatment a “litmus test of the Georgian government's commitment to European values.” Individual MEPs went further still, making frequent and vocal public appeals in his support. These actions were understandable as expressions of concern about democratic standards and the treatment of a political opponent. But their effect was counterproductive. 
The ruling party used those resolutions masterfully against their authors. Every call from Strasbourg for Saakashvili's release — some timed just days before crucial elections — was repackaged as evidence that Brussels was not a neutral arbiter of Georgian democracy but a partisan ally of the UNM. The damage was compounded when Saakashvili's legal team applied to the European Court of Human Rights seeking his transfer to a clinic in Warsaw for treatment. His international supporters actively rallied behind the campaign. When the Court declined to order the transfer, it was a propaganda windfall for the Government.
The Justice Minister held a triumphant press briefing, declaring that the decision confirmed the state had acted “in accordance with the highest standards of human rights” and that from the very first day of the ex-president’s imprisonment, “a targeted slander campaign financed by unknown sources began aimed at presenting Georgia as a state where someone is allegedly being tortured.” 
The Strasbourg ruling had broader political consequences. It created a credibility problem for the entire ecosystem of Georgian civil society voices reaching the West. Many began to wonder how much of the broader criticism from Georgian NGOs and human rights organisations was reliable and how much was politically motivated. This uncertainty made policymakers in Brussels and elsewhere more cautious and less willing to apply strong pressure on Georgian Dream. 
Those are not arguments that the ex-president’s supporters should have done nothing. Far from it. But to succeed in a case of such political sensitivity, a completely different kind of campaign was needed — one conducted quietly, behind the curtains, through private channels, without generating the public noise that the government exploited. 
2. The Fear of War 
Perhaps the most powerful single narrative deployed by the Russian cognitive operation was the equation of European integration with the risk of war. The GD's 2024 election campaign made this explicit, contrasting images of destroyed Ukrainian cities with flourishing Georgian landscapes. The message was simple: look at what happened to Ukraine when it tried to join the EU. Do you want that for Georgia?
In a country that has lost every confrontation with Russia over two and a half centuries, where the wounds of the last war are still raw, Russian tanks are on a one-hour drive from the capital city, and where local Georgians along the occupation line are constantly losing their homes and farmland, through illegal borderization, fear of war requires no propaganda.
The roots of this fear run even deeper. The 2008 NATO Bucharest Summit, where Georgia was told it would become a NATO member but denied a Membership Action Plan, created expectations in Georgian society that the alliance was never in a position to fulfil. When Russia invaded months later and, obviously, no Western troops arrived, a lasting seed of distrust was planted. Russian influence operations understood how to cultivate that disillusionment and turn it into a political weapon: if the West could not protect Georgia in 2008, why trust its promises now?
The protracted war in Ukraine further deepened these anxieties, making them easy to manipulate. The government claimed that the West was pressuring Georgia to open a second front against Russia, and convinced a significant part of the public that an opposition victory would drag the country into war, although no such pressure was ever officially documented. What did come were statements by several Ukrainian politicians, though unintentional, that gave the narrative a degree of credibility. The most notable one was a call by Oleksiy Danilov, Secretary of Ukraine's National Security and Defence Council, urging Georgia to start fighting Russia and liberate its occupied territories. These statements were precious gifts to Georgian Dream's war-fear narrative. As a result, Georgian Dream successfully framed “peace” as synonymous with appeasement toward Russia.
3. Anti-LGBTQ+ Propaganda and the “Values War”
The third major narrative — and in some respects the most revealing of Western miscalculation — was a sustained cultural-values campaign, waged under the slogan "Man is man, woman is woman!" and the loaded question: "Well, do you want same-sex marriages?"
GD argued that while Georgians had always looked to Europe, modern Europe no longer shared the Christianity-based values and traditions their ancestors had admired. Its media machine, amplifying Russian propaganda directly, portrayed Europe as a center of moral decay. Some clergy in the Georgian Orthodox Church reinforced the message, and a significant segment of the society came to believe that EU membership posed a direct threat to their cultural identity and faith.
The numbers explain why this narrative proved so effective. According to the World Values Survey Wave 7 (2017–2022), around 91 percent of Georgians regard homosexuality as “never justifiable.” This finding is consistent with Georgia’s placement on the traditional-values side of the Inglehart–Welzel World Cultural Map, where attachment to religion, family values, and social conservatism remains comparatively strong. The Caucasus Barometer adds further texture. Among religiously affiliated respondents in Georgia, 94 percent describe religion as rather important or very important in their daily lives, while 88 percent disapprove of people like themselves doing business with a homosexual. This is not a marginal sentiment. It is a documented social reality that any serious Western engagement strategy should have taken as a starting point.
The West’s error was not defending human rights and LGBTQ+ protections — these are non-negotiable commitments for European democracy. The error was in calibration. EU institutions, the European Parliament, U.S. and European embassies in Tbilisi, USAID and various other donor organisations actively promoted and funded projects on LGBTQ+ rights, publicly called for legal protections for sexual minorities, and supported gay pride events. 
The case of Michael Roth, then Chair of the German Bundestag's Foreign Affairs Committee, is one telling example. During his September 2024 visit to Tbilisi, Roth posted on X that “Georgia has a proud history of diversity and respect for minorities” and that “the anti-LGBTQ law and hatred against sexual minorities are an obstacle on Georgia's path to the EU.” During an earlier visit in May 2024, he had also stated that “freedom of religion and criticism of religion are inseparable” and questioned how Georgia could build a bright future relying on the Orthodox Church rather than its young generation. 
The statements reflected entirely legitimate democratic principles, but they were politically explosive. The government and Church unleashed a campaign of fierce criticism, demanding a public apology, accusing Roth of insulting the Georgian people and their faith. They went further still, launching a personal smear campaign targeting Roth's private life — a tactic designed to delegitimize not just the messenger but the values he represented.
In a society with the values profile documented above, this level of visible, funded activism was a strategic gift to Russian cognitive operations. No distortion was needed — just pointing at them and asking: "Is this the Europe you want to join?"
It was a stark illustration of a broader truth: in a country at an early stage of democratic consolidation, aggressive external promotion of issues this sensitive was always going to produce backlash rather than progress, handing a ready-made weapon to those who wanted to turn Georgians against Europe.
Russia understood this perfectly. Moscow's intelligence and influence structures possess intimate knowledge of the cultural triggers and social fault lines of nations that once lived within it for more than two centuries — a knowledge advantage the West never seriously tried to match.
Misreading Georgia 
For three decades, Western partners were too quick to overlook governance failures and democratic shortcomings as long as the ruling party declared a pro-Western orientation. Successive Georgian governments fell well short of European standards across virtually every domain. Yet Western partners, including OSCE/ODIHR election observers, consistently assessed each cycle as acceptable, prioritizing the stated commitment to European integration over the reality on the ground.
Ironically, Western pressure would have worked better during the Saakashvili years than it ever could under Georgian Dream. The 2012 elections proved the point: Saakashvili accepted defeat and transferred power peacefully precisely because Western opinion mattered to him. 
As early as 2004, some analysts were already urging Washington to press Saakashvili on constitutional amendments concentrating power in the executive, pressure on independent media, and the absence of fair electoral commissions — cautioning that “if real problems are ignored, they will only become more difficult.” That advice went largely unheeded. The Rose Revolution was treated by many Western partners as a democratic arrival rather than a democratic beginning — a mistake that led to reduced scrutiny precisely when scrutiny was most needed. Had the West applied stricter standards earlier, things might not have gone as far as they did. 
It is a lesson worth remembering elsewhere in the region: support for reform-minded governments should not come at the expense of scrutiny, because today's democratic success stories can become tomorrow's democratic disappointments.
Even more damaging in the long run was the West's tendency to personalize Georgia's democratic success story around Mikheil Saakashvili. He was presented internationally not simply as a reformist leader but as the embodiment of Georgia's Western transformation. This created a strategic vulnerability: once public trust in Saakashvili began to erode, Georgian Dream was able to redirect that disillusionment towards the very ideas he was seen to represent. His shortcomings and abuses were no longer viewed merely as the failures of a politician. They were portrayed as the failures of democratic reform, Western integration, and the broader European project itself. By tying the credibility of those ideas to a single controversial figure, Western actors inadvertently made them easier to discredit.
The pattern of Western tolerance had a corrosive long-term effect: it conditioned Georgian political culture to expect that partial compliance was sufficient, that declaring European aspirations mattered more than implementing them. Georgian Dream learned over the course of a decade that Western red lines were negotiable. Every time a line was crossed and met with words but no action, the next warning carried less weight. By the time Western partners finally concluded that Georgian Dream had crossed unacceptable democratic red lines, they were operating from a position of diminished credibility. Years of inconsistent standards and political misjudgements had made it easier for the government to dismiss even legitimate criticism as politically motivated.
Another illustration of Western miscalculation came from Washington. On 23 May 2024, the same day that the U.S. Secretary of State Antony Blinken announced a comprehensive review of U.S.-Georgia cooperation, members of Congress introduced the MEGOBARI Act. There is no reason to assume the coincidence was deliberate. Yet in politics, perception often matters more than intent, and the simultaneous arrival of criticism, conditionality, and a package of long-sought incentives created precisely the optics Georgian Dream needed.
The legislation paired sharp criticism of Georgia's democratic backsliding with a striking list of incentives — preferential trade arrangements, visa liberalisation, people-to-people exchanges, and expanded security cooperation, contingent on the Georgian government reversing course. Congress framed the package as evidence of the depth of the US-Georgia partnership. Georgian Dream dismissed it as “insulting blackmail,” saying Georgia had long sought precisely these forms of cooperation, only to be told they were not feasible due to technical constraints or regional dynamics. That they became suddenly available the moment Washington sought leverage gave the Georgian government an argument it used with considerable effect: if America was a true strategic partner, why had it withheld these benefits until now?  The argument was misleading, but the timing of the announcements made it more persuasive than it should have been.
Conclusion: A Battle Not Yet Decided
For over thirty years, the West invested vast sums in Georgia across virtually every domain of state and society. Russia invested nothing in Georgia's development. Every cent it spent went toward destroying what others had built: subversive media, influence operations, disinformation networks, proxies. The West brought “constructive capital;” Russia deployed “destructive capital” with far greater precision and strategic awareness. 
This asymmetry is the most fundamental lesson of the Georgian case. The West brought more resources, more goodwill, and more genuine expertise. And it lost —or rather, it failed to win—because constructive capital, however generously deployed, is not automatically converted into political capital. It has to be defended. It has to be accompanied by strategic awareness and deployed with an understanding of the specific society it is trying to reach. 
It is sometimes said that the West lost the information war in Georgia. But to lose a war, you have to be fighting one. The West, for most of this period, was not fighting — it was building in good faith and largely left the information battlefield uncontested.
And yet Russia has not won decisively, and this distinction matters. Georgian society remains overwhelmingly pro-European. The protest movement born in 2024, which continues despite serious state violence, represents a democratic resilience that no hybrid campaign has extinguished. The aspiration to European belonging is not a Western implant — it is a deep civilizational conviction, rooted in history and culture, that has survived a decade of systematic assault.
What is now required is Western re-engagement that draws honest lessons from the experience catalogued here. Security architecture, not just declarations; communication calibrated to specific societies, not generic messaging; Targeted measures applied early and predictably; and quiet, effective diplomacy on sensitive issues, rather than resolutions that satisfy institutional audiences while achieving nothing on the ground.
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