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Geopolitics is the study of interstate relations. It can include the banality of 

everyday trade, or it can involve life and death. Both, and everything in 

between, are part of the same fabric. If you understand how nations behave, 

you can understand how they might act in the future. Geopolitical Outlook 

Intelligence Services (GOIS) stands on three main pillars: intelligence, global 

sentiment data, and forecasting.  

 

Thus, GOIS relies on forecasting as a primary tool for understanding how the 

world works. In 2008, our methods forecasted that Russia would invade 

Ukraine around 2020. They also predicted that the Chinese economic miracle 

would end in 2020. And they showed that 2020 would begin a decade of social 

unrest and economic dysfunction in the U.S. What is more important for our 

readers to understand, however, is not what we’ve achieved in the past but 

rather the method we use, as it will appear and reappear in these pages.  

 

Forecasting is possible only by ignoring the fundamental but flawed assumption 

in international relations — that history is a personality-based sport, determined 

by legislators, presidents and prime ministers, whose words define what the 

future holds. Our argument is that they all play their important parts, but not 

necessarily of their own will. A nation consists of millions of people living in a 



complex economic, political and increasingly uncertain world. This puts 

pressure on leaders, who can govern only if they stay in power. At every turn, 

leaders are constrained by the reality in which they govern and the very real 

possibility of being removed, whether through election or revolution. To govern 

is to understand and manage whatever reality a leader lives in.  

 

This tends to crowd leaders into predictability, ruled as they are by imperatives 

and constraints. There are things that must be done to society, the economy or 

other nations if a leader’s nation is to survive and prosper. There are 

constraints that limit what a nation can do. These constraints are many, but 

they boil down to economic power, military power and social stability. A leader 

can work around the constraints, but constraints impose limits. Imperatives 

compel action. What can be done is determined by these powers and needs.  

 

A political leader, irrespective of the nature of the political system they sit atop, 

is therefore hemmed in by the things that must be done and the things that 

can’t be done. If the constraints are modest, then the imperatives can be 

achieved — albeit it is not the leader who decides what can happen, but reality. 

Wealth can be produced within limits, as can military power, and each requires 

meticulous care to come into being, let alone be successful. And through it all, 

a leader must manage the public and the vagaries thereof, which are another 

form of imperative and constraint.  

 

A leader who fails to manage this reality will be crushed. Leaders are not 

parachuted into office. They come into power by understanding the public, what 

they as leaders can achieve and what the costs are. A leader who makes false 

or erroneous claims on imperatives rarely survives. A leader who grasps all of 

this and understands how to integrate it into effective relations with the body 

politic — be it a democratic republic or a military junta — has the core elements 

of power. Successful leaders stay, failures leave, and the process by which this 

happens is based not on their personality or ideology but on the exogenous 



forces of reality. That reality can be understood and measured, and therefore 

predicted.  

 

Exogenous forces guide leaders, no matter their politics, no matter their regime. 

They define what can be done, and they define how the public reacts to it. 

Public approval is paramount, even in authoritarian states. That is why public 

sentiment data are critical, irrespective of how free or unfree we deem a society 

to be. Since leaders want, above all, to remain in office, they must avoid 

disapproval. If reality impels upon a leader an action the public might dislike, 

the leader may fail. Thus, in deciding how to act, leaders are consigned to 

select between poor policy choice or hostile population — that is, imperatives 

and constraints, which are the cause and consequence of their behavior.  

 

Behavior is predictable. In 2008, we predicted Russia would attempt to 

dominate Belarus and Ukraine for its basic national security. Historically, 

Russia is no stranger to hostility from its western flank, but it was able to defeat 

the armies of Napoleon and Hitler only by keeping vast distances between 

them. The birth of modern Ukraine put Moscow on Europe’s doorstep, just 250 

miles from Ukraine’s border. Russia understood that it needed to either occupy 

Ukraine or force it back, both options unsavory since Ukraine borders countries 

that are NATO members. Russia could not live with a Ukraine so close to 

Moscow, but the U.S. could not live with a Ukraine in Russian hands.  

 

Thus, our methodology predicted a Russian invasion of Ukraine and a NATO 

counter. Each country had an imperative at risk, and each had a constraint to 

fight. The alignment of public opinion among the actors demanded or accepted 

war. In 2008, we wrote, “After what Russia regarded as an American attempt to 

further damage it, Moscow reverted to a strategy of reasserting its sphere of 

influence in the areas of the former Soviet Union. The great retreat of Russian 

power ended in Ukraine. Russian influence is now increasing in three 

directions: toward Central Asia, toward the Caucasus, and, inevitably, toward 



the West, the Baltics, and Eastern Europe. For the next generation, until 

roughly 2020, Russia’s primary concern will be reconstructing the Russian state 

and reasserting Russian power in the region. … Ukraine and Belarus are 

everything to the Russians. If they were to fall into an enemy’s hands — for 

example, join NATO — Russia would be in mortal danger. Moscow is only a bit 

over 200 miles from the Russian border with Belarus, Ukraine less than 200 

miles from Volgograd, formerly Stalingrad. Russia defended against Napoleon 

and Hitler with depth. Without Belarus and Ukraine, there is no depth, no land 

to trade for an enemy’s blood.”  

 

Economics can be similarly predicted. At the same time that we forecasted an 

invasion of Ukraine, we also predicted the Chinese economy would enter a 

significant economic downturn around 2020. The basis for this was not the 

imperative/constraint model but a cyclical one. Two other countries had the 

same dramatic pattern of growth as China: post-Civil War America and post-

World War II Japan. Both had economies ravaged by war, and both adopted a 

successful export model that fundamentally altered the global economy. And 

each went into failure roughly 40 years after its surge. The Chinese economic 

miracle started tremendous growth similarly after its revolution. It entered the 

same cycle of export and foreign investment dependency, which ultimately 

hinged on the economic health of importing countries. When those countries 

suffered, China went into an economic crisis accordingly. About this period, we 

wrote in 2008, “The extraordinary growth of the past 30 years has created huge 

imbalances and inefficiencies in China’s economy that will have to be 

corrected. … An inevitable downturn in the Chinese economy will make the 

central government more assertive and more nationalist. … Internal stresses on 

the Chinese economy and society will give China far greater internal problems 

than it can reasonably handle, and therefore it will have little time for foreign 

policy adventures.”  

 

Our methodology also predicted that the U.S. would enter a period of social 



tension and economic dysfunction in 2020 that would last roughly a decade. 

Our reasoning followed a 50-year cycle that has been in place since the 

country’s founding. “If the pattern holds, we will see increasing economic and 

social tensions in the 2020s, followed by a decisive shift in an election at some 

point around then, likely 2028 or 2032. The question now is this: What will the 

crisis of the 2020s be about and what will the solution be? One thing we know: 

The solution to the last cycle’s crisis will engender the problem of the next, and 

the next solution will dramatically change the United States.”  

 

Even so, we generally focus on the imperative/constraint model because it is 

most useful in defining and predicting the issues we deal with, though both this 

and the cycles model are diverse enough and accurate enough to represent a 

means for understanding the world. It rests on the radical assumption that 

external forces, including public sentiment, shape leaders and their decisions, 

not the other way around. It’s a far more predictable driver of history.  
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Modern Türkiye turns 100 this year, and for nearly two decades, it has been 

helmed by Recep Tayyip Erdogan. Early in his stewardship, Türkiye 

experienced a rapid economic revival and a bigger role on the world stage, 

boosting the popularity of his Justice and Development Party, more commonly 

known as the AKP. But the good times were not to last. In the past few years, 

Türkiye’s economy has continued to deteriorate. The lira has been volatile, 

inflation is up, and recent earthquakes inflicted untold amounts of damage on 

an already shaky financial ecosystem. The upcoming presidential elections this 

year will therefore be a referendum on Erdogan’s leadership — but even if he 

wins, Türkiye’s problems will necessitate new policies, all while it continues to 

assert itself as a regional power.  

 

Before the Quakes 

 



Economic duress can be an agent of change in any country. But with its history 

of coups and complicated relationships with secularism and Islamism, and with 

the current challenges that the earthquakes brought forward, Türkiye is 

arguably more susceptible. And so, in February, the government in Ankara 

announced plans to boost the economy and the stock market, including 

providing incentives for company buyback programs and mandates for 

increased stock pension fund allocation. (Turkish companies ultimately 

repurchased roughly $1.32 billion in shares.) The government also prohibited 

layoffs and announced a temporary wage support scheme in 10 provinces to 

protect workers and businesses affected by the earthquakes. Emergency aid 

has been paid to households, and loans have been offered to traders. In some 

ways, the earthquakes gave Erdogan a pretext to enact populist policies that 

would not have otherwise passed, especially in poorer areas like the ones most 

affected by the quakes.  

 

But Türkiye’s economic problems are bigger than the earthquakes. Inflation, for 

example, is at a record high. According to the Turkish Statistical Institute 

Consumer Price Index, inflation was recorded at 55% year-over-year in 

February, compared with 58% year-over-year in January. The Central Bank 

estimated in January that the official inflation rate by the end of the year would 

be 22%, with an upper bound of 27%, assuming the lira doesn’t crash again.  

 

Erdogan has thus started to weigh in — every month — on whether the Central 

Bank’s interest rate needs to be raised or lowered to control inflation. Even 

though the lira supply is growing and record trade deficits are sending hard 

currency out of the country, the lira is relatively stable because government 

officials keep the banking system under control, practically blocking the foreign 

exchange demand. The government is also managing inflation by bringing 

supportive but unidentified inflows from “friendly countries” into the mix. These 

are not the kinds of systemic measures needed to stave off another currency 

crisis.  



 

This explains why Turkish citizens were worried about the economy even 

before the quakes. According to Swiss customs data, Switzerland sent 58.3 

tons of gold, worth some $3.6 billion, to Türkiye in January. And according to 

2022 Gallup data, more than half of the country’s population is dissatisfied with 

their standard of living. This was the case in 2020 and 2021 too; dissatisfaction 

with living standards has grown steadily since 2017.  

 

Dissatisfaction Begins Locally 

 

Türkiye’s troubles started percolating during the 2008 financial crisis. 

Investments slowed worldwide, business confidence declined, and inflation 

rose. But the country’s true problems are systemic, made possible by the way it 

recovered from the 2001 economic crisis (itself partly the result of an 

earthquake). At the time, the International Monetary Fund launched a recovery 

program that pushed for systemic financial and economic reform. This program, 

combined with Türkiye’s hopes for EU membership, resulted in increased 

budgetary transparency, greater independence for the Central Bank and a 

general shift toward more open markets. Türkiye became increasingly 

dependent on foreign trade and investment for funding its own development but 

was able to regrow its own industrial base. As a result, it experienced rapid 

growth between 2002 and 2007, with the economy expanding at an annual 

average of 6.8%. But since 2008, the country’s growth rate has averaged 

5.21%, according to the World Bank. Other data suggest it has been as low as 

3.5%.  

 

By a wide margin, the EU became Türkiye’s top import and export partner and 

its leading source of investment. Türkiye’s most important European trading 

partner is Germany — its top export destination, its largest source of 

investment and its principal source of imports. German companies frequently 

set up shop in Türkiye, where they assemble goods that are later exported to 



Asia or the Balkans thanks to Türkiye’s geographic location, its extended free 

trade agreement with the EU and its low-cost labor force. Meanwhile, Turkish 

exports became more competitive. Ankara became a trusted supplier of high-

quality consumer goods such as commercial vehicles, televisions and electrical 

appliances. Unsurprisingly, the majority of these products went to European 

markets.  

 

Thus, investment — especially European investment — has driven Turkish 

economic growth over the past two decades. The obvious risk, of course, is that 

an economic model like this depends on the health of Europe. An economic 

downturn there necessarily imperils the Turkish economy, which is exactly what 

has happened in the past. During the European economic crisis in the 2010s, 

European investment stopped flowing into Türkiye, and the European market 

was less welcoming to Turkish products. And because there was less incentive 

for Türkiye to abide by the requisite reforms demanded by EU membership, 

decision-making in Ankara became more arbitrary. The internal business 

environment deteriorated as it became more difficult for companies without the 

necessary government contacts to operate. Turks’ perceptions of corporate 

corruption fluctuated dramatically in the 2010s, with no less than 60% believing 

corruption was widespread within the country’s businesses. Meanwhile, the 

economy continued to grow, fueled primarily by domestic consumption. 

Türkiye’s savings rate fell while consumer debt rose. Low interest rates pushed 

domestic investment into higher-yielding sectors such as the real estate market. 

Across the country, new housing estates, office complexes and shopping malls 

outnumbered industrial sites.  

 

Having failed to find alternative markets, Türkiye continued to export most of its 

merchandise to Europe. And as government policy gave way to personal 

interests and fickle decisions, investment was slow to return to Türkiye after the 

European economic crisis. The loss of investor confidence triggered the lira’s 

depreciation. Investors started withdrawing their money, selling assets 



denominated in domestic currency and causing capital flight. With lower 

consumer demand, companies saw fewer reasons to increase their 

investments, particularly in foreign countries. Companies focused more on their 

existing business operations than expanding them in a global slowdown. Then 

came the 2016 coup attempt. Although it was unsuccessful in removing 

Erdogan from power, the government’s subsequent efforts to consolidate 

control increased political risk and further shook foreign investors’ confidence.  

 

Interestingly, the lira’s depreciation benefited Türkiye, at least at first, by making 

its exports cheaper. According to the World Bank, Turkish exports increased 

from 23.1% of GDP in 2016 to 32.5% in 2019. But when the COVID-19 

pandemic hit, exports plummeted. As the economy declined and inflation grew, 

the Turkish government resisted raising interest rates in an attempt to spur 

investment and enacted macroprudential measures and noncapital controls — 

none of which was successful. Türkiye’s internal production capacity wasn’t 

enough to support growth, and the pandemic prevented Turkish businesses 

from growing their market. As a result, the population became increasingly 

pessimistic about their future. In 2021 and 2022, roughly one in five Turks said 

their standard of living was getting better, down from 37% in 2019. In fact, the 

percentage of Turks saying their living standards are getting worse has 

increased every year since 2017, with 65% saying this in 2022.  

 

Dissatisfaction starts locally — bad news for a country that has long prided 

itself on sustained investment in local infrastructure and urbanization. Gallup 

has found that the percentage of those who would not recommend their city to 

others as a place to live is substantially higher than a decade ago, reaching 

41% in 2022. In addition, 73% of Turks believe their local economy is getting 

worse, and roughly 40% say local economic conditions are “poor” — up from 

15% in 2017.  

 

Faith in the Government  



 

Türkiye’s financial problems have forced Erdogan to seek partners outside of 

Europe. The government needs a lot, and though it has recently upped its 

engagement in the Eastern Mediterranean to provide long-term benefits such 

as strategic depth and cheaper energy resources, its most urgent need is 

liquidity. Ankara has thus turned to the Middle East, strengthening relations with 

Israel, Saudi Arabia, the United Arab Emirates and, most recently, Egypt. In 

December 2022, Türkiye and Saudi Arabia agreed to a $5 billion Saudi deposit 

in the Turkish Central Bank. Türkiye’s Central Bank has $28 billion in local 

currency swap deals with several of its counterparts. Türkiye also signed similar 

contracts worth nearly $1 billion with South Korea, $6 billion with China and $1 

billion with Qatar. These kinds of deals encourage trade in local currencies 

while boosting the Turkish Central Bank’s gross reserves.  

 

Heading into elections, opinion polls indicate the population is broadly 

unsupportive of a variety of government policies, as evidenced by the fact that 

dissatisfaction is on an upward trend for several important indicators. According 

to 2022 data, more than 70% of Turks are dissatisfied with the availability of 

good, affordable housing (up from 30% a decade ago). Some 45% are 

dissatisfied with the availability of quality healthcare (up from 34% a decade 

ago). And 53% are dissatisfied with the educational system (up from 39% in 

2012). At the same time, a growing percentage of Turks think their country is 

not a good place for immigrants to live (46% in 2022, compared with 35% in 

2017), and 52% distrust the country’s judicial system.  

 

Perhaps most important, more than half of Turks disapprove of their country’s 

leadership. Just 36% expressed support for it in 2022, near the low of 32% 

recorded in 2009 after the financial crisis. Indeed, Turks’ confidence in their 

national government has been statistically flat the past couple of years, with 

44% of respondents in 2022 saying they trust the national government. Only 

29% of respondents believe media in the country have a lot of freedom, 



indicating a sharp decline in trust in their news compared with before the 2016 

coup attempt. (At least 40% of respondents thought the media had a lot of 

freedom in most years leading up to the coup attempt).  

 

Such is the political climate of this year’s elections. Erdogan understands as 

much and has been more aggressive in finding ways to appease the electorate. 

One solution has been to increase his diplomatic activity, making it seem like 

he is leading the country toward a new important chapter in its history. 

Economically, Ankara’s promotion of a Pan-Islamist, Neo-Ottoman strategy is 

basically an aggressive search for alternative markets to the West, but one with 

an ideological twist: Türkiye’s leadership is an expression of Türkiye’s place in 

the world, and is thus a viable option against other major players such as 

China, Russia, the U.S. and Germany.  

 

Public sentiment data have some interesting things to say about Turks’ views of 

these countries. Their approval of the leadership of the U.S. and China is lower 

than it was five years ago, while their approval of German and Russian 

leadership is the same or higher. These data could mean that approval of the 

U.S. and China is tied to their global ambitions and their brewing conflict. Or it 

could mean Turkish society approves of the way Russia has become more 

assertive. But it likely suggests either way that there’s some kind of relationship 

between Turkish foreign policy, especially Erdogan’s Neo-Ottoman dreams, 

and how Turks feel about other key global powers.  

 

While Ankara’s relationship with Russia has become increasingly complex, its 

relationship with Europe has changed to include more power disparities. 

Whether Türkiye grows into a greater regional power depends on the way it 

handles its business with foreign countries as it solves its own problems.   
  

 

 

 


