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Children of war: understanding the social impact on 

and the needs of children aff ected by the Russian 

War in Ukraine1

Introduction
Sociological and psychological research can contribute signifi cantly to our under-

standing of the specifi c needs of children aff ected by war. Studies on psychosocial ef-
fects, displacement, personality development, education, and social assistance systems 
highlight the challenges faced by these children and provide valuable information for 
developing targeted programs to support them during the Russian war in Ukraine. Th e 
formation of a child occurs primarily through social interactions with peers and sig-
nifi cant others (Mead, 1934), as well as through the favorable social environment, and 
a full-fl edged education that should serve as a mechanism of social integration and 
transmission of cultural values (Durkheim, 1977), and this is what children are par-
tially deprived of during the war. Th e challenges of Russia’s full-scale invasion of 
Ukraine create a completely new context for understanding how Ukrainian children’s 
childhood is spent when the war aff ects every region and has a very large scale impact 
on society. New empirical data from wartime research sheds light on the specifi c man-
ifestations of the war’s impact on Ukrainian children and social trends in their devel-
opment. Th e analysis in this article is largely based on a special study “Problems of 
Ukrainian children in conditions of war” conducted by the Sociological Group “Rat-
ing” among mothers about the problems of Ukrainian children aft er a year of Russia’s 
full-scale invasion of Ukraine, but is not limited to this study.

Limitations of the analysis: Th e main focus is children who can be reached by re-
search today in Ukraine when parents and children are relatively safe and ready to talk 
about their lives in a survey. Whereas many children have been deported and remain 
under occupation and it is still impossible to reach them, and at the same time, the 
Russians commit an incredible number of war crimes against them every day (NGO 
“Kharkiv Institute of Social Research”, 2022). Th erefore, the complete extent of chil-
dren’s trauma and the impact of the war on them only will be known aft er the libera-
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tion of the entire territory and the safe return of children to their homes, but now the 
work should be done with the current data in mind and build an understanding of 
what the future development of children of this war may be.

Interruption of the Educational Process

Engagement in the educational process is very important in the process of adapting 
a child to the conditions of life during the war. Th e theory of social reproduction de-
veloped by P. Bourdieu suggests that educational systems play a crucial role in main-
taining the existing social order (Bourdieu, 1977). Also, if we analyze learning in the 
context of wartime conditions, according to the theory of social context by J. Garba-
rino (Garbarino, 1999) one of the most important points is the restoration of a nor-
malized social environment to support children’s development and rehabilitation aft er 
experiencing war. Such an environment for a child is his or her usual circle of friends, 
classmates, and the learning process that reminds them of the calm pre-war school 
days. Access to education is a key factor in children’s resilience during war (Prince-Em-
bury et al., 2013), as it promotes positive self-identifi cation and adaptation to war-af-
fected contexts. At the same time, in Ukraine, during the war, according to a study by 
the Sociological Group “Rating”, only 26% of people regularly attend educational in-
stitutions, while most others study either online or in a mixed form (Sociological 
Group “Rating”, 2023c). And yet, according to this study, it is among those who study 
online that parents observe the greatest deterioration in their children’s mental and 
physical health compared to the pre-war period. According to previous international 
studies (Christensen et al., 2008), children’s relationships with peers and the expansion 
of communication networks play an important role in mitigating the negative eff ects 
of war and developing children’s resilience and psychosocial recovery. Th erefore, per-
sonal physical interaction with peers and teachers in the process of integration and 
learning directly at school or kindergarten is the most critical for full development and 
socialization, for leveling psychological trauma.

Also, among those who mostly study online, compared to the pre-war period, chil-
dren’s academic performance and the quality of education according to their mothers 
(Sociological Group “Rating”, 2023c) have also deteriorated. Th is change has occurred 
for all forms of education, but it is greater for those who study online. One of the rea-
sons is also more frequent absenteeism, which is higher among those who study on-
line. Also, among those who study online, nearly one-third report that there are not 
enough devices for their child’s education (Sociological Group “Rating”, 2023c), which 
is a barrier to successful learning because not everyone has access to high-quality 
gadgets with full online access.

Also, one of the key factors that contribute to other problems (including lack of 
access to education) is the proximity of the child’s place of residence to the frontline 
area. For example, in the frontline regions (Kharkiv, Dnipro, Zaporizhzhia, Mykolaiv, 
Kherson, and Odesa), every tenth adult said that their child does not study anywhere, 
which is diff erent from the Central and Western regions, where there are fewer such 
children (Sociological Group “Rating”, 2023c). Among those who do not have such an 
opportunity, the main reason why their child does not study is that the school or kin-
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dergarten is not working because of the war. Moreover, in the frontline settlements, 
the vast majority (79%) of those who study — do it exclusively online without the pos-
sibility to attend an educational institution permanently or in a mixed form, while in 
other regions, even in the de-occupied ones, the rate of online learning does not ex-
ceed half of the respondents, and in the western regions, it is only 10% (Sociological 
Group “Rating”, 2023c). Th e choice of online education in schools in these regions is 
understandable, because according to a study among school administrators, while in 
most regions the main factor for choosing the form of education was the opinion of 
parents or the availability of shelters, in the eastern region this decisive factor was the 
security situation on the ground (Th e State Service of Education Quality of Ukraine, 
2023). In addition, in the frontline and de-occupied territories, the lack of teachers is 
more oft en reported than in other regions (because these are the regions where the 
most IDPs have left ), as well as the lack of electricity and the Internet (Sociological 
Group “Rating”, 2023c). Accordingly, this has infl uenced the fact that the quality and 
success of children’s education in the frontline areas has deteriorated more than in 
other regions, according to parents.

Even for those who are able to continue their online or offl  ine education, the war 
creates additional obstacles. More than half of the surveyed mothers of children en-
rolled in schools/kindergartens said that air alerts, power outages, or lack of internet 
were the reasons for their children’s absences from school almost every day or several 
days a week (Sociological Group “Rating”, 2023c). Interruptions to the learning pro-
cess can have negative psychological and emotional consequences for children. Full 
lessons provide a sense of structure, routine and intellectual stimulation, which is cru-
cial for a child’s cognitive development and psychological well-being. When this pro-
cess is constantly disrupted, children can experience increased levels of stress, anxiety, 
and frustration, which can negatively impact their motivation, engagement, and over-
all mental health. Th erefore, for mothers, taking their children abroad can be not only 
a way to save their children from war, but also to protect them from the lack of a prop-
er education and a favorable environment. Th is is one of the reasons why refugees 
abroad with young children, especially those of school age, may be less likely to con-
sider returning to Ukraine. Although refugees assess the level of education in Ukraine 
as good, in some countries, such as the UK, Germany, and the US, refugees rated ed-
ucation in that country of residence rather better than in Ukraine, according to a Rat-
ing Online survey abroad (Opora, 2023). In another separate survey conducted by the 
Educational Ombudsman Service among refugees whose children are studying abroad, 
they rated teachers’ attitudes toward children, respect for rights, professionalism of 
teachers, greater relevance of education abroad to real life, and respect for children 
better than in Ukraine (Educational Ombudsman of Ukraine, 2022). Of course, the 
main problem for children studying abroad is the language barrier, but many countries 
are trying to integrate Ukrainian schoolchildren by creating integration classes for 
them (Dembitskyi et al., 2022), in such classes children of all ages have the opportu-
nity to learn the local language.

Interestingly, women with children (Sociological Group “Rating”, 2023b) are the 
most tolerated among the categories of those who left  Ukraine, which means that these 
women may feel less social pressure to return because they are protecting their 
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 children while abroad. Th e factor of having a child may even outweigh the presence 
of  a partner in Ukraine, when the desire to secure the child’s future abroad is 
greater than  the desire to return to the family at home. Child safety is a special area 
of responsibility for parents. And in Ukraine, everything related to children has a 
diff erent perception for parents, because if they can ignore anxiety themselves, they 
take it more seriously when they are with their children, because they are responsible 
for them (Sociological Group “Rating”, 2023a). As for the future for war refugees, in 
the Rating Online survey abroad, we also see that while 42% of refugees defi nitely see 
their future in Ukraine, only 24% of those with children defi nitely see a future in 
Ukraine (Opora, 2023), which indicates that many are not ready to return home 
because of the threat and lack of vision of opportunities for child development in 
Ukraine.

Age Diff erences

Of course, the chaotic lifestyle and living conditions and the atmosphere of suff er-
ing during the war have a great impact on the psychological state of children. In gen-
eral, mothers in Ukraine rated their children’s psychological state before the war as 
very good by 35%, while now during the war, the rating is three times lower — 11% 
(Sociological Group “Rating”, 2023с). Speaking about the change in academic perfor-
mance during the war in this study, it is interesting that the change in academic per-
formance was greatest for junior and middle school students, while for senior stu-
dents, the weakening of results in the fi nal grades was probably unacceptable, so this 
drop is less noticeable there. On the other hand, the biggest deterioration in psycho-
logical state was among the oldest children (16-17 years old) (Sociological Group 
“Rating”, 2023с). Also, according to the study, among those who were forced to change 
their school class, it was high school children who had the hardest time adapting: 
among high school students, half as many children feel very good in their new school 
as among junior high school students (rating). Th is can be partially explained by the 
concept of role tension (Merton, 1957), which occurs when people have diffi  culty ful-
fi lling the expectations and demands of their social roles. Th ese future graduates may 
face pressure when they are at a crucial stage of their educational journey, preparing 
for exams and making important decisions about their future, while the social condi-
tions, contexts, and expectations they built before the war may now have changed dra-
matically. Th e war destroys their academic environment and creates additional stress, 
the need to fi nd new solutions for the future of the educational institution, and creates 
additional uncertainty. Quite oft en, war also causes adolescents to distrust the whole 
world and lose their illusions (Zhdan et al., 2022). Also, for the oldest children, war 
can impose responsibilities, such as family support, care for younger siblings, or for 
boys, thoughts of coming of age and future military service. In addition, older children 
are more fully engaged in social processes in the large-scale transformations taking 
place in Ukraine and are better able to realize the seriousness of the war and its poten-
tial long-term consequences, and to experience increased anxiety, fear and uncertain-
ty about their future prospects and the stability of their society. It is among the oldest 
children that most parents recognize that their children need psychological help (So-
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ciological Group “Rating”, 2023с). It is important that in Ukraine, as a country with a 
weak culture of visiting psychologists, today every fi ft h person in general and every 
third among young people says that psychosocial support is the most necessary (So-
ciological Group “Rating”, 2023a). Th is indicates the readiness of the population to 
work with psychological health.

For children of all ages, the war had traumatic consequences, but these traumatic 
events can have diff erent forms and depths of impact for diff erent ages. Among the 
factors that caused traumatic psychological conditions in children, mothers most 
oft en reported fear of loud noises. Th is is generally the most frequently reported 
problem, as 55% of mothers said they had experienced this problem, and this is 
especially true for the youngest children under 9 years of age (Sociological Group 
“Rating”, 2023с). While among middle and high school-age children, parents recorded 
irritability and apathy, indiff erence to learning and past hobbies relatively more oft en. 
Signs of anxiety such as fear of the future, sleep problems, nightmares, memory and 
concentration problems, and withdrawal were also more oft en recorded in older 
children. But the refl ection of traumatic events in games and creativity is observed 
among the youngest (Sociological Group “Rating”, 2023с). It is not surprising that 
playing at the military or giving to charity has also become a common pastime for 
many children during the war, as another survey found that half of children and youth 
currently spend their savings on charity (National Bank of Ukraine, 2023). In general, 
the refl ection of traumatic events in play and creativity among young children can be 
seen as a form of symbolic expression, where they use symbols and play to recreate or 
rethink their experiences. With the help of these symbolic representations, children 
can try to understand events, gain a sense of control and fi nd ways to cope with their 
emotions, such symbolic play, according to psychologists, can help children to 
survive  their traumatic experience and regain a sense of control over their lives 
(Salmond et al., 2011). In addition to these problems, outbursts of anger and 
aggression  were also a relatively frequent problem, regardless of age, which is not 
surprising given that an increase in the emotion of anger is observed among Ukrainians 
in general during the war (Sociological Group “Rating”, 2023a). Th e manifestations of 
increased anxiety among children were confi rmed by teachers in the survey (GO 
Global, 2023).

Interestingly, the regional dependence on psychological and traumatic conse-
quences is weaker than in the context of learning and health problems. Only the West 
is characterized by a lower level of problems that bothered the child, in particular, 
among the Western regions, the rate of children being afraid of loud sounds is signif-
icantly lower compared to other regions (Sociological Group “Rating”, 2023c). At the 
same time, of course, there is also a certain diff erence in the degree of traumatic events 
experienced, as among the western regions, the fewest children have experienced re-
locations, and among the western and central regions, fewer children have witnessed 
shelling, bombing, and occupation. A relatively common traumatic event that does 
not have very large diff erences across regions is separation from relatives — about a 
third of children experienced this regardless of the region of residence, as it can be a 
consequence of their own relocation or the departure of other relatives and friends 
from their homes.
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Traumatic Events and Forced Displacement

Th e main cause of signifi cant psychological consequences is, of course, the experi-
ence of traumatic events. According to the results of the survey of mothers, 60% of 
children witnessed or participated in some war-related events (Sociological Group 
“Rating”, 2023c). Most oft en, according to mothers, children were separated from their 
families and relocated to another region of the country (28 and 25%, respectively). Th e 
fi gure of 24% of respondents who said that their children had witnessed shelling and 
bombing is also very signifi cant. Prolonged stay in a cold room was experienced by 
17%, moving abroad and returning — 11%, being under occupation — 8%, witnessing 
the death of relatives or friends — 6%, losing housing — 5%, experiencing hunger and 
lack of water — 5% (Sociological Group “Rating”, 2023c).

A very signifi cant factor of the war’s impact on children is moving and changing 
their place of residence, as even among those children who stayed in Ukraine, a quar-
ter to a third were forced to leave their homes and move (Sociological Group “Rating”, 
2023c). Forced migration is a contributing factor to the emergence of maladaptive 
states, and according to psychologists, it can also be a provoking factor for mental 
illness (Halchenko et al., 2019). In addition to the trauma of displacement itself, chil-
dren are also stressed by their parents, who are experiencing many problems due to 
displacement: according to a study of the situation of IDPs with children, the main 
problems for parents are fi nding a job, fi nding housing, and many had to live in less 
than comfortable conditions conducive to learning and development: for example, a 
signifi cant number of IDPs with children live in a dormitory, hostel or temporary 
camp for displaced persons (SOS Children’s towns in Ukraine, 2023).

Another important fact is that among children who currently live outside their 
homes, 40% were forced to change their educational institution (Sociological Group 
“Rating”, 2023c). Moving and changing the environment have an impact on child de-
velopment, in particular, among children of internally displaced persons, parents no-
tice a change for the worse in their child’s academic performance, physical and psy-
chological health. Th ere is also a higher rate of those who, according to their parents, 
need psychological help, and not only those who still live outside their homes but also 
those who have left  and returned (including Kyiv residents) — for both categories, 
about 17-18% declare the need for such help, while among those who have not changed 
their place of residence, it is 10% (Sociological Group “Rating”, 2023c). It is also oft en 
not only a consequence of moving but also a consequence of trauma due to events that 
forced parents and families to leave their homes: while 8% of children in general have 
experienced the occupation, among IDP children, it is one in four (24%) (Sociological 
Group “Rating”, 2023c) who was forced to live in the occupied territory before leaving 
for a safe area.

Th is dependence also applies to the loss of housing and home: 22% of IDP children 
have experienced such a loss, while among others it is only 1-2% (Sociological Group 
“Rating”, 2023c). In general, the loss of a home signifi cantly correlates with the need 
for psychological assistance: among those who have lost their homes, 30% of parents 
say their child needs psychological support, although among all of them, it is only 13% 
(Sociological Group “Rating”, 2023c), and this category also has a greater diff erence 
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between the child’s mental state before and during the war. Loss of housing means dis-
ruption of the physical and social environment with which children are familiar. 
Housing provides a sense of security, belonging, and stability, and its loss can create a 
state of turmoil, uncertainty, and loss of involvement in society. In social psychology, 
the severity of the home loss is explained by the fact that children rely on stable and 
familiar environments to develop a sense of identity, establish routines, and create so-
cial bonds (Kreps, 1981). When children lose their homes, they are not only deprived 
of physical shelter, but also of the social networks and support systems associated with 
their former residence. Th is change can contribute to feelings of isolation, anxiety, and 
insecurity, which can have a signifi cant impact on a child’s psychological well-being.

Children are also very traumatized by the war when they witness the death of peo-
ple, and witness suff ering and cruelty with their own eyes. It is among children who 
have had such traumatic experiences that parents are more likely to assess their chil-
dren’s signs of fear of the future, nightmares, and fright from loud noises (Sociological 
Group “Rating”, 2023c). In addition, in war conditions, the failure to meet basic needs 
(poor nutrition, signifi cant physical activity, lack of a sense of security, love and aff ec-
tion) can be a serious traumatic factor (Chuiko et al., 2019). In particular, according 
to the study, among children who were forced to experience hunger or lack of water, 
the rate of indiff erence to past hobbies, irritability, outbursts of anger, and fear is also 
quite high (Sociological Group “Rating”, 2023c). To a somewhat lesser extent, but there 
is a similar trend among those who experienced cold by staying in a cold room for a 
long time. Interestingly, when comparing such traumatic events as moving to another 
region and moving abroad, moving within Ukraine is a more traumatic experience, 
because the child still remains in the war environment under shelling and anxiety, in 
particular, the fear of loud noises is signifi cantly higher, and there are more people in 
this category who left  the hottest spots close to the front line.

On the other hand, it is important to note that although there are diff erences in the 
severity of certain problems depending on the specifi c traumatic experience, at the 
same time, any traumatic experience, whatever it was, caused signifi cantly more harm 
(especially in terms of fear of loud noises and sleep problems) compared to those who 
were lucky enough not to have experienced any of these events (Sociological Group 
“Rating”, 2023c): among those children who avoided any traumatic experience, the 
index of distress for these psychological and behavioral problems does not exceed 1.4 
on average (the index ranges from 1 to 5, where 1 is “not at all disturbed” and 5 is “very 
disturbed” by a particular problem) and 1.8 for the most common problem of fear of 
loud noises, while for those who unfortunately had any of the negative experiences, 
this index of fear of loud noises is 2.5, and for the most traumatic experiences it is 
higher.

Conclusion

Th e fi ndings of the research underscore the huge importance of addressing the 
needs of war-aff ected children especially in the context of education and social inte-
gration. Th e accessibility to full-fl edged education during war is a signifi cant factor in 
promoting children’s resilience, and the physical interaction with peers and teachers 
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is especially important for child development and psychosocial recovery, in contrast 
to online education, which provides fewer such opportunities.

Th us, the research also reveals challenges in providing education to war-aff ected 
regions. Th e residences close to the front-line territories mean closure of educational 
institutions, and the lack of resources such as teachers, electricity, and internet con-
nectivity, what signifi cantly hinder their access to quality education. Th e disruptive 
nature of war, including air strikes, occupation, migration, power outages, changing 
schools, and internet disruptions, further escalate the diffi  culties faced by children, 
leading to increased stress and frustration in facing the future. Th e chaotic conditions 
during war negatively impact children’s psychological well-being and their academic 
performance. Refugee children, particularly those who have experienced trauma, also 
oft en struggle with disrupted social structures, loss of community support, and a big-
ger need for mental health services.

Th e analysis also highlights the concerns of parents regarding the future prospects 
of their children, since part of refugees abroad expressed a reluctance to return to 
Ukraine due to limited opportunities for child development in the future. Child safe-
ty becomes a paramount concern for parents, oft en outweighing other factors in the 
decision to return. Trauma events also can have a lasting infl uence on children. Th e 
impact of war trauma can vary depending on the age of the child, with younger chil-
dren oft en experiencing diffi  culties in emotional regulation, fear of loud noise, behav-
ior, and cognitive development, while older children may face psychological challeng-
es, apathy, and challenges of identity formation during the entry into adulthood, 
having a greater burden of awareness of the consequences of war. Understanding the 
specifi c challenges faced by children of diff erent ages is crucial for providing eff ective 
support.

While some progress has been made in the fi eld of war trauma research, there is 
still a need for further investigation. Continued research eff orts can help deepen our 
understanding of the long-term war eff ects on children, identify eff ective support 
strategies and programs aimed at mitigating the impact of trauma, especially such 
harmful eff ects due to research experience as losing one’s home, and also occupation, 
witnessing deaths, air strikes. Outcomes for children who have experienced traumatic 
events can be investigated through research to promote their overall well-being, pro-
vide psychological help and predict future needs. It is important to recognize that 
trauma is a complex issue, and each child’s experience is unique. Individualized ap-
proaches that take into account the child’s age, developmental stage, regional back-
ground, and personal circumstances are essential for addressing the diverse needs of 
children who have experienced war. Th is research emphasizes the urgent need for tar-
geted interventions and support programs to address the specifi c needs of war-aff ect-
ed children in Ukraine. By providing access to education, facilitating social integra-
tion, and prioritizing their psychological well-being, their resilience can be fostered. 
However, it is crucial to acknowledge that this study is only the beginning of under-
standing the challenges faced by Ukrainian children. Further research and expanded 
eff orts are necessary to ensure that the fi eld of sociology listens to children of war 
voices and addresses their specifi c needs.
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ТЕТЯНА СКРИПЧЕНКО

Діти війни: розуміння соціального впливу та потреб дітей, 

які постраждали від російської війни в Україні

У статті розглядається вплив російської війни в Україні на дітей. Досліджуються проблеми, 
з якими стикаються діти, та потреби цільової підтримки їх. Спираючись на соціологічні 
дослідження, автор робить наголос на порушенні соціальних взаємодій, руйнації навколиш-
нього середовища та неповноцінності освіти, спричинених війною, а також аналізує вікові, 
реґіональні та міґраційні відмінності щодо соціально-психологічних наслідків та потреб ді-
тей. На підставі емпіричних даних та спеціального дослідження Соціологічної групи «Рей-
тинг» серед матерів у статті висвітлюються конкретні прояви впливу війни на українських 
дітей. Дослідження увиразнює необхідність індивідуального підходу для підтримки стійкості 
дітей під час війни з урахуванням конкретного досвіду травмувальних подій, а також важли-
вість задоволення унікальних потреб дітей різних категорій під час війни для сприяння їхньо-
му розвитку.
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TETIANA SKRYPCHENKO

Children of war: understanding the social impact on and the needs of 

children aff ected by the Russian War in Ukraine

Th e article examines the impact of the Russian war in Ukraine on children, explores the challenges they 
face, and the need for targeted support. Drawing on sociological research, the author highlights the 
disruption of social interactions, the environment, and poor education caused by the war. She also 
analyzes age, regional, and migration diff erences in socio-psychological consequences and needs. Based 
on empirical data and a study conducted by the Sociological Group “Rating” among mothers, the article 
underscores specifi c manifestations of the war’s impact on Ukrainian children. Th e study emphasizes the 
importance of an individualized approach to supporting children’s resilience in times of war, taking into 
account their unique traumatic experiences and emphasizing the importance of addressing their specifi c 
needs to foster their development.
Keywords: children of war; Russian war in Ukraine; sociological research; psychological research; 
psychological trauma; education; migration; IDPs; social interactions; empirical data; resilience


