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 Abstract. Since 2014, Ukraine experiences armed conflict on the territory of its eastern 
part. The Ukrainian government had announced the anti-terrorist operation (ATO) to 
combat the separatists. This paper reports on research exploring the social needs of 
ex-combatants in Ukraine and pathways for social reintegration available to them. The 
research data reached theoretical saturation by interviewing ten ex-combatants and 11 
representatives of different services (social workers, psychologists, psychotherapists, 
priests etc.). Additionally, field notes and grey literature were also considered for the 
analysis. To triangle, the data received from an interview the analysis of national legal 
acts on social protection of ex-combatants were analysed.  

The following emerging themes came from the study: 1) expectations vs ambivalent 
attitudes and needs; 2) needs in social workers vs lack of social services. First, the 
study demonstrates that the primary need of the ATO (OOS) participant after returning 
home is social and psychological support. ATO participants say they have high 
expectations for the family and society, not from the state. However, some of the ex-
combatants face ambivalent and hostile attitudes. 

Conducted interviews reveal that social support to ATO veterans is reduced mainly to 
material benefits: privileges, subsidies, cash payments, etc. There is still no single 
model of social support for ATO participants that is legally defined. In addition, there is 
no prescribed standardised mechanism for providing social services to combatants. 

The Ukrainian legislation includes several acts related to providing various benefits and 
guarantees of social protection for veterans. However, the ex-combatants stated that 
they filled unprotected. Opportunities for employment, education and good quality of 
life overall without the support promised by the legislation was rather tricky. Data 
suggest that transition to civilian life for ex-combatants is undermined by inadequate 
procedures, lack of support, and complicated administrative demands. 

Based on the study findings, the recommendations to amend the state program of 
physical, medical, psychological rehabilitation and re-adaptation of ATO participants 
were proposed. The changes to the program might include the introduction of social 
and psychological support to be provided by all centres and services for ATO veterans. 
Furthermore, social participation and inclusion of ex-combatants concerning the DDR 
(Disarmament –Demobilisation and Reintegration) concept and resilience-based 
approach should be a core idea of social work approach instead of paternalistic social 
welfare approaches inherited by Ukraine from the Soviet model of social assistance. 

The findings indicate pitfalls in the protective framework of war veterans. Currently, the 
available social support comes down to material benefits: benefits, subsidies, cash 
payments and more. Respondents point out the need to develop comprehensive social 
work interventions for combatants. This paper concludes that more needs to be done to 
enhance the social services for the new group of social work clients, including services 
that could enable ex-combatants to develop the skills they need to reintegrate within 
their community. 

Keywords: armed conflict aftermath; ex-combatant; social needs; reintegration; social 
work; protection frameworks. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The number of people affected by humanitarian 
crises and conflicts has almost doubled over the 
past decade and is expected to keep rising [27]. 
Therefore, the international organisations [11] 
suggested implementing the so-called DDR con-
cept in the conflict and post-conflict areas (Dis-
armament – Demobilisation – Reintegration).  

Reintegration requires the involvement of social 
workers. According to V. Terziev [26], the es-
sence of the social work with servicepersons dis-
charged from military service and the members 
of their families during the transition period lies 
in the social adaptation of this category of the 
population to the new conditions of life in a civil 
environment, in a specific social medium, which 
is implemented in the following stages: prepara-
tion, entry, adaptation and development.  

The review of recent research (M. Brickell, 
M. Russell and R. Smith [2]; M. Crock, N. Hart and 
R. McCallum [4]; K. Lamichhane [14]) reveals 
that the voices, concerns and pathways for the 
reintegration of ex-combatants are under-
researched, as well as the adequacy of existing 
DDR processes and protection frameworks. The 
realities faced by ex-combatants, especially those 
with disabilities resulting from the armed con-
flict, need to become more visible in a nationally 
recognised post-conflict agenda. This requires a 
re-evaluation of the relevance of social policies 
on ex-combatants. Ukraine is not an exemption 
from this realm.  

Since 2014, Ukraine experiences armed conflict 
on the territory of its eastern part. The nature of 
the conflict is a political one, related to the com-
plicated relations with the bordering country 
(Russia) that supports separatist forces from the 
self-proclaimed “republics”. The Ukrainian gov-
ernment had announced the anti-terrorist opera-
tion (ATO) to combat the separatists. Counter-
insurgency forces of Ukraine consist of profes-
sional military forces and volunteer battalions. 
The researchers V. Horbulin [10], T. Semigina 
[22] pointed out the hybrid nature of this war, as 
the marital law have not been announced and the 
essence of conflict is obscure for many country 
outsiders, ambivalent to many insiders and 
somewhat complicated. The hybrid war has vari-
ous dimensions, including military, political, eco-
nomic, social, humanitarian, and informational, 
affecting the perception of the war participants 
and their communities. 

As of mid-2019, according to the Ministry of Vet-
erans Affairs, Temporarily Occupied Territories 
and Internally Displaced Persons of Ukraine [16], 
there were approximately 370,000 veterans of 
ATO who have been registered as war combat-
ants.  

It is worth mentioning the increasing numbers of 
Ukrainians (enlisted, conscripted, volunteers) 
returning home from battlefields face challenges 
in reintegrating back into their communities [30] 
and discrimination [12].  

The object of the research - social needs of ex-
combatants in Ukraine and pathways for social 
reintegration available to them. We also look at 
the protection frameworks for the veterans of 
ATO build up by 2020.  

The research explores ex-combatants main life 
problems and needs after their demobilisation 
and identifies their social support expectations. 
Based on findings, we discussed how to move 
from a concept of the protection frameworks 
predominantly focused on “assistance” to a pre-
dominantly focused on meeting their real needs 
and provide recommendations for amending the 
state target program of social support for ATO 
participants in the process of adaptation to 
peaceful life and reconsidering the protective 
framework.  

 

METHODOLOGY 

Phenomenology as ontology and epistemology 
was selected as a theoretical framework for our 
research because the primary focus for herme-
neutic phenomenological inquiry is lived experi-
ence of the everyday world. Such experience pre-
sents to the individual the many truths and reali-
ties of life. Through accessing lived experience, 
researchers may understand the meanings and 
perceptions of another person’s world [19]. This 
requires attentiveness to how language is used, 
an awareness of life as an interpretive experi-
ence, and an interest in the human meaning and 
how we make sense of our lives [15]. 

An exploratory phenomenological study was se-
lected as the most appropriate research design to 
portray the lived experiences of Ukrainian ex-
combatants, given the challenges in studying a 
phenomenon whose limits cannot be clearly de-
fined.  

The data were analysed using modified Colaizzi’s 
content analysis method [7; 18]. The extension to 
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Colaizzi’s analysis method allows participants to 
express their experiences in the narrative in-
depth interviews through everyday language. 
Formulated meanings were organised into 
themes that were further integrated into a de-
tailed description. The essential structure of so-
cial support to ex-combatants was formulated 
and further discussed with the participants.  

So, phenomenology was applied both as a philos-
ophy and a research method that helps illumi-
nate ex-combatants experiences. The main focus 
of our interpretative and ‘participant oriented 
research approach was on human experience, 
implicit and explicit meanings embedded in par-
ticipants’ descriptions. It is comprised of veter-
ans’ self-assessments of their reintegration and 
life situations, as well as meanings of such situa-
tions provided by professionals involved in social 
support networks, as well as access to social 
support on the community level, readiness to 
serve for community programmes etc.  

The data of interviews were audio-recorded and 
transcribed verbatim before thematic analysis 
was applied, working inductively with the tran-
scripts. Additionally, field notes and grey litera-
ture (reports of the social services for ex-
combatans in Lviv and Dnipro) were also consid-
ered for the analysis. Finally, to triangle, the data 
received from an interview analysing national 
legal acts on social protection of ex-combatants 
were analysed.  

This paper presents an overview of the following 
emerging themes from the study: i) expectations 
vs ambivalent attitudes and needs; ii) needs in 
social workers vs lack of social services. Quotes 
from participants will be presented throughout: 
ex-combatants will be referred to as ‘ex-
combatant, whereas representatives of different 
services will be referred to as ‘participants’. No 
further personal or professional details will be 
included, as, given the specificity of the topic, it 
might lead to the identification of the partici-
pants. 

The research was conducted in November-
December 2019. Data from a purposive sample 
reached theoretical saturation by interviewing 
ten ex-combatants and 11 representatives of dif-
ferent services (social workers, psychologists, 
psychotherapists, priests, etc.). Ex-combatants 
were aged 25-35 years, nine men and one wom-
an, half of them were former regular military 
staff, half – volunteers who went to the army to 
defend Ukraine. They served in ATO in 2014-

2015 or 2015-2017, so they experience adjusting 
to a peaceful life. 

Each of the participants invited to the research 
study was informed of their rights; full disclosure 
of the intent and reason for the research study 
had been provided for all participants. 

 

RESULTS 

Theme 1: expectations vs ambivalent attitudes and 
needs  

During interviews, ex-combatants shared their 
mainly negative experience of adjusting to a 
peaceful life, described their unmet needs and 
hopes. 

In times of demobilisation, combatants have cer-
tain expectations from the state, society and 
family. Each of the interviewed ex-combatants 
emphasised that material benefits were not a 
priority when returning home, although financial 
support was equally important to the military. 
Upon returning home, the primary need of the 
ATO veterans was social and psychological sup-
port: 

“No apartments, no money, I did not expect any-
thing from the state” (Ex-combatant). 

“Everyone talked about social and psychological 
support, benefits and high pay. Actually, what I 
expected from the state is social and psychological 
support” (Ex-combatant). 

“Many talked about benefits and subsidies, apart-
ments, land, cash payments. The state declares 
support, social guarantees. And some payments 
are not supported” (Ex-combatant). 

The majority of respondents (7 out of 10 ex-
combatants) said they had high expectations 
from the family and society. They hoped for un-
derstanding among the people living next to 
them: a spouse, children, family, friends, neigh-
bours and co-workers: 

“I expected the least support and understanding 
from family and friends. And now, I very much feel 
the need for society to appreciate the actions of 
combatant” (Ex-combatant). 

“My mom and my ex-girlfriend supported me like 
no other. Without their support, I don’t know what 
would happen to me. I am very grateful to them” 
(Ex-combatant). 

“My family has helped me a lot. I expected a 
change from society: to increase the level of dignity 
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every time. But today’s events upset me. People 
make the same mistakes” (Ex-combatant).  

Half of interviewed ATO veterans claim that per-
sonal attitudes had changed during the service 
and form a different type of relationship: 

“We couldn’t have been together with our ex-
girlfriend. However, the passage of military service 
has cast a touch on the relationship. During the 
service in ATO, support was quite strong. But the 
result is quite expected and very common. After a 
long emotional and physical strain, people change 
their behaviour. Exit one: either to put up and wait 
or to go” (Ex-combatant). 

“I did not expect this attitude of people towards 
you just because you are a participant in the war. 
He did not expect the pity that can now be felt; did 
not think that the veterans of the ATO (OOS) would 
begin to be interpreted as an aggressive person” 
(Ex-combatant). 

Regarding the basic needs of ex-combatants, we 
can conditionally divide them into individual and 
everyday needs. However, it is worth bearing in 
mind that each ATO veteran has acquired partic-
ular experience in combat operations. This expe-
rience differs depending on the length of stay in 
the ATO zone, psychological (physical) injuries, 
etc. For example: 

“The issue of needs is, for the most part, an individ-
ual one. But there are needs that unite all partici-
pants in the Russo-Ukrainian War” (Ex-
combatant). 

However, there are also some everyday situa-
tions that all ATO veterans interviewed during 
the study mentioned: 

“When you get home, you need help. But you are 
waiting for a runner, papers, documents. All this is 
much more complicated. Lack of elementary re-
spect for your action” (Ex-combatant). 

8 out of 10 interviewed combatants themselves 
stress the respect and appreciation for their ac-
tivities, understanding of veterans’ experience, 
attention to needs as the necessary components 
of their protective frameworks in the period of 
returning home:  

“A combatant even needs people to remember and 
understand that there is a war going on. But no. 
Here quietly and in the news, daily reports of hu-
man casualties at the front, which is already an 
“abnormal norm” (Ex-combatant). 

Suppose such values as respect, understanding, 
and gratitude are not felt by the ATO veteran. In 
that case, the process of reintegration and adap-
tation to a peaceful life becomes more difficult 
each time. This can affect communication with 
family, friends, former colleagues. All representa-
tives of different services had pointed this out: 

“There are times when a veteran and their family 
are unable to resolve the difficulties themselves. 
Complex adaptation process: a certain indifference 
on the part of the community about the war, pre-
vious place of work, change of family relations, etc. 
It is difficult for an ATO participant to say that he 
has real difficulties and needs help” (Participant).  

“When we speak about social support from the so-
ciety, it should be said that there should be a so-
called “social contract”. It must be understood that 
a serviceman performs their duties on the front-
line; others must perform their functions in the 
rear. This is a normal distribution of responsibili-
ties. Society must understand that a soldier has 
abandoned humanity for the sake of the humanity 
of others” (Participant).  

In interviews, respondents discussed that psy-
chological trauma, stress, post-traumatic stress 
disorder, flashback, addiction to war, injury, dis-
ability, complex adaptation, conflicts with family 
- all of these consequences could lead to asocial 
behaviour of ex-combatants. As a result, there 
could be uncontrolled aggression, alcoholism, 
drug addiction, and offences. During the inter-
views, respondents mention that the number of 
suicide committed by ATO ex-combatants be-
cause of PTSD is unknown since no one records 
them.  

The other research conducted in Ukraine also 
reveals that the military personnel and their fam-
ilies experience many reintegration problems. 
Authors O. Kharchenko and O. Mramornova [13] 
presented findings that for many ATO partici-
pants, their adaption to civil life accompanied by 
severe feelings of the collapse of prospects, isola-
tion and alienation from public life because, in 
real life, their military experience and knowledge 
are often unclaimed. Z. Boyarska and R. Pinchuk 
[1] demonstrate that nearly all ATO participants 
have problems understanding their own families 
and the community. They also feel fear and sus-
picions, demonstrate aggressive behaviour, have 
high risks to become alcohol or drug-addicted. 

So, ex-combatants have broad social and psycho-
logical needs. Some of these problems are com-
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mon to any militants that had battlefield experi-
ence (see, for example, research of [17, 29]), 
while others could be associated with the chal-
lenging nature of the armed conflict on the terri-
tory of Ukraine and ambivalent perception of this 
‘hybrid war’. 

 

Theme 2: Needs in social workers vs lack of social 
services 

The Ukrainian legislation includes several acts 
related to providing various benefits and guaran-
tees of social protection for veterans.  

In particular, the Law of Ukraine “On Status of 
War Veterans, Guarantees of Their Social Protec-
tion” (dated 1993 and amended in 2018) is con-
sidered to be the most comprehensive legislation 
in this field [20]. The law provides benefits to 
combatants and persons equated to them (Article 
12), persons with disabilities as a result of the 
war (Article 13), war participants (Article 14), 
persons who have special merits before the 
Motherland (Article 16), victims of the Revolu-
tion of Dignity (Article 161). In addition, accord-
ing to the law, veterans are entitled to different 
social benefits covering, among other things, pri-
ority provision of housing land plots, loans for 
housing construction, discounts on payments for 
housing and utility services, free public transport, 
and provision of various health-care services. 
The concept of these social benefits Ukraine had 
inherited from the Soviet model of social assis-
tance (where no social work or psycho-social 
support existed).  

In 2016-2018, the Government of Ukraine had 
adopted a few acts, including the state program 
on rehabilitation, social and professional re-
adaptation of ATO participants. The program in-
cludes medical, physical and psychological reha-
bilitation and social and professional re-
adaptation for these individuals [5]. So, formally 
the legal protective frameworks for ex-
combatants looks comprehensive. However, in 
2019-2020, with political changes in the country 
and new government, no new regulations were 
adopted, the issue of social protection of ex-
combatants became ‘invisible’.  

Conducted interviews reveal that social support 
to ATO veterans is reduced mainly to material 
benefits: privileges, subsidies, cash payments, etc. 
There is still no single model of social support for 
ATO participants that is legally defined. In addi-
tion, there is no prescribed standardised mecha-

nism for providing social services to combatants. 
The analysis of the activities of the Lviv Center 
for Services to the Participants of the Fighting 
Activities and the Center for Assistance to the 
ATO Participants and their Families (Dnipro) 
suggests that there is a lack of quality indicators 
of service delivery since only quantitative indica-
tors of work are established in their reports. 

The interviewed respondents named peer-to-
peer support as a critical enabler for the social 
inclusion of former combatants. The stories pro-
vided by ex-combatants allow stating that peers’ 
organisations are started to emerge as grass-
roots community initiatives. However, there is a 
question regarding their capabilities to provide 
adequate services. 

At the same time, none of the respondents (ATO 
veterans) could meet and talk with the social 
worker in person. Answering the question: “Do 
you know the participants of the combat who 
needed social and psychological help but did not 
ask for it” the respondents say: 

“There are many such brothers. Some offered help, 
and they successfully underwent psychological re-
habilitation. Others sought help from specialists. 
Others were afraid or simply unwilling to admit it. 
They did not seek social and psychological support 
because they thought they were strong in spirit 
and could overcome everything independently. 
And so not everyone succeeds” (Ex-combatant). 

“I know those who needed but did not turn. I know 
those who needed and didn’t help. I know those in 
need who understood this, but the attitude to-
wards psychologists and social workers is stereo-
typed. Nobody wants you to be thought of: re-
turned from the front by a “psycho.” Yet, here they 
do not turn” (Ex-combatant). 

Mental health services based on the multidisci-
plinary approach are deficient. Furthermore, if 
persons apply to mental health hospitals, they 
might experience stigmatisation and even legal 
discrimination, such as further employment or 
obtaining a driver license.  

During the interviews, participants stated that 
they filled unprotected. Opportunities for em-
ployment, education and good quality of life 
overall without the support promised by the leg-
islation was difficult, if possible, at all. Moreover, 
high levels of unemployment and the country’s 
political polarisation play a crucial role in the un-
stable positions of ex-combatants. And this reali-
ty has consequences: 



Traektoriâ Nauki = Path of Science. 2021. Vol. 7. No 6  ISSN 2413-9009 

Section “Social work and Сounselling”   3006 

“After returning home, the ATO participant could 
not find a job. So yes, the way out is either going 
abroad to earn money or return to service. Thus 
the ATO zone is no longer a defence of the Mother-
land but an opportunity to earn money. As a result, 
we are losing the able-bodied population, and on 
the other hand, people are losing their sense of se-
curity” (Respondent). 

Both experts and ex-combatants themselves be-
lieve that support from a social worker and a 
psychologist should be obtained: 

“A combatant returning to a peaceful life must 
first adapt to a psychologist in a rehabilitation 
centre and seek the advice of a specialist in the so-
cial field” (Participant). 

“Every ATO participant should receive services af-
ter they return home because there are difficult 
stages of adaptation. We are talking about the 
whole package of services provided by the state–
organised service delivery process” (Participant). 

The collaboration could be in different ways, but 
the main thing is a meeting in person. Not short 
phone calls. It is crucial for a social worker 
and/or psychologist to meet a combatant who 
has just returned from the frontline. This meeting 
should discuss such essential issues as basic 
needs: social adaptation to a peaceful life; psy-
chological assistance for processing the experi-
ence gained; legal advice on benefits, subsidies 
and cash payments; information directory of 
state institutions, non-governmental organisa-
tions, charitable foundations, rehabilitation cen-
tres, that is, a list of institutions where a combat-
ant and his family will be able to receive quality 
services by the current legislation. 

Yet, analysis of the interviews with ex-
combatants proves that a culture of collaboration 
with a social worker and a psychologist has not 
been formed in Ukraine. On the contrary, up to 
now, there is a stereotype and prejudice against 
these professions and those receiving services. 
Moreover, data from our research suggest that 
transition to civilian life for ex-combatants is un-
dermined by inadequate procedures, lack of sup-
port and too complicated administrative de-
mands. 

Our findings are in line with the other research 
conducted in Ukraine in 2019 [12]. The survey 
highlighted that veterans feel excluded from so-
ciety and have a strong sense of self-
identification with their reference group. A high 
share of respondents supported the idea that the 

veterans’ experience can be understood only by 
those who are at least somehow connected to 
individuals with a military background. It was 
found that the veterans were more reluctant to 
consider themselves in need of psycho-social 
support. However, one-third of the respondents 
indicated that they would like to receive at least 
one of the suggested types of psycho-social sup-
port, such as individual counselling with a psy-
chologist or consultation with a psychologist who 
has experience in military service. Veterans also 
mentioned that the ex-combatants might neglect 
psychological support because they do not want 
to show their problems.  

The other research of challenges experienced by 
ATO veterans’ families [6] uncovered the main 
problems of these families, e.g., psychological, 
financial, legal, and problems with raising chil-
dren.  

So, we can see from our and other research find-
ings that the protection frameworks for ex-
combatants and social reintegration services are 
not working correctly in Ukraine.  

 

DISCUSSIONS  

Based on in-depth interviews and further analy-
sis, different categories of problems experienced 
by the Ukrainian ex-combatants have been iden-
tified. The study showed that the primary need of 
the ATO (OOS) participant after returning home 
is social and psychological support. ATO partici-
pants say they have high expectations for the 
family and society, not from the state. However, 
some of them face ambivalent and hostile atti-
tudes. While Ukrainian social workers are not 
trained to provide social services for ex-
combatants, their families, people with PTSD, 
professional social work is undeveloped [23]. Be-
sides, there are long-standing social welfare tra-
ditions and thus paternalistic expectations both 
from ex-combatants and broader societal groups 
that the state is obliged to provide social guaran-
tees and benefits. 

To develop an adequate response to uncovered 
problems, the military social work concepts and 
ideas on employment among military veterans 
[5; 9; 20] could help deal with the armed conflict 
aftermath and strengthen its response. Further-
more, social participation and inclusion of ex-
combatants concerning the DDR concept [11; 28] 
and resilience-based approach [3] should be a 
core idea of social work approach instead of pa-
ternalistic social welfare approaches inherited by 
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Ukraine from the Soviet model of social assis-
tance. At the same time, Ukrainian social workers 
consider the recent research results on masculin-
ity [24] and to contrast gender role norms that 
prevent them from seeking psychological and 
social help, consider how traditional masculine 
role narratives may influence the experience of 
reintegration challenges.  

In Ukraine, there is a shortage of social workers 
who would have developed skills and in-depth 
knowledge of cooperation with combatants or 
those affected by the armed conflict [23; 22]. 
Specialised training should be introduced to have 
highly skilled social workers in each area, city 
and community. The curriculum must include 
learning the specifics of ex-combatants to a 
peaceful life and the features of a family-oriented 
approach to working with family members of 
service members.  

Several Ukrainian publications [13, 25] recom-
mend forming social workers’ willingness to 
work with PTSD and suggest that educational 
programmes for students should have a specific 
focus on dealing with war trauma experience. 
But our study shows other, broader needs and 
expectations of combatants. Both experts and ex-
combatants themselves believe that support 
from a social worker and a psychologist should 
be obtained. Further research could be aimed at 
looking at the ex-combatants distress and the 
contextualised ways to tackle it. This would help 
social workers and psychologists to apply ade-
quate interventions. As classical DDR concept 
(Disarmament –Demobilisation – Reintegration) 
doesn’t work in Ukraine due to the hybrid nature 
of the armed conflict. 

Based on the study of core needs and practice of 
rendering services to ex-combatants in Ukraine, 
analysis of the activities of the Lviv Center for 
providing services to combatants and the Center 
for assistance to ATO participants and their fami-
lies (Dnipro), familiarisation with the basic 
methods of work with participants of hostilities, 
we can recommend amending the current state 
program of physical, medical, psychological re-
habilitation and re-adaptation of ATO partici-
pants. The changes to the program might include 
the introduction of social and psychological sup-
port to be provided by all centres and services 
for ATO veterans. In addition, other amendments 
to the program should include the following: 

- collaboration between a social worker and a 
psychologist with an ATO participant who has 
just returned from the war zone; 

- providing social workers with information and 
counselling on benefits, subsidies, cash payments 
and other opportunities provided by the legisla-
tion of Ukraine; 

- regular meetings with a social worker and a 
psychologist; visits of the social worker to the 
family where the war veteran resides; 

- reports on possible projects targeted at com-
batants; 

- spending time in a recreation or health centre 
with a family or in solitude. Financing - state, lo-
cal, in addition, the participants of ATO (OOS) 
will be encouraged to make partial payment; 

- after vacations, consultations on professional 
activity: adaptation to the previous place of work, 
retraining, opportunities to search at the Em-
ployment Center; the list of NGOs, charity funds, 
state institutions that are interested in coopera-
tion with the ATO participants. 

The pre-deployment psycho-social support to 
combatants and their families would also be an 
asset in preparing military personnel for battle-
field situations, strengthening resilience. 

All in all, the relevant model of social reintegra-
tion services for ex-combatants should be built 
on the community level. Since most of them trust 
mainly their comrades in arms, it may be better 
to teach social work war veterans and employ a 
grass-root peer-to-peer approach, but with rele-
vant professional competencies. The critical di-
rections for developing the protective framework 
for ex-combatants in Ukraine are summarised in 
Figure 1. 

We appreciate the limitations of our small-scale 
qualitative study designed to investigate the 
phenomenon of social support to ex-combatants 
by understanding respondents’ lived experienc-
es, as the social situation in Ukraine is rather dy-
namic and evolving, even today. The other ethi-
cally sensitive issue is researchers’ empathy to 
ex-combatants. The close distance between re-
searchers and other study participants is viewed 
as ‘normal’ in social work and standing for social 
justice [8]. Yet, we still have hesitations about the 
‘lenses’ we have while conducting interpreta-
tions. So, we believe that our research will add 
value to those arguments favouring making the 
protection frameworks for ex-combatants and 
social reintegration services more efficient and 
accessible.  
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Figure 1 – The key directions for the development of the protective framework for ex-combatants in Ukraine 

 

Notes: The figure was produced by authors based on the research findings and discussions of the existing literature 

 
CONCLUSIONS 

The interviews with Ukrainian ex-combatants 
and experts made it possible to identify the basic 
needs and requests that a demobilised soldier 
faces in adapting to a peaceful life. The study 
showed that the primary need of an ATO partici-
pant after returning home is social and psycho-
logical support. ATO veterans said they have high 
expectations for the family and society, as op-

posed to the state. Respondents considered that a 
prerequisite for returning home is respect and 
gratitude, understanding of the experience.  

The findings indicate pitfalls in the protective 
framework of war veterans. Currently, the avail-
able social support comes down to material ben-
efits: benefits, subsidies, cash payments and 
more. In addition, respondents pointed out the 
need to develop comprehensive social work in-
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terventions for combatants. This paper concludes 
that more needs to be done to enhance the social 
services for the new group of social work clients, 

including services that could enable ex-
combatants to develop the skills they need to re-
integrate within their community. 
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