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INTRODUCTION

The number of Ukrainian veterans has
steadily increased since February 2022,
following the launch of the Russian
Federation’s full-scale invasion. For hundreds
of thousands and potentially millions of former
and current combatants, the cessation of
active hostilities will not mark the end of the
war, but rather the beginning of a complex
transition to civilian life. This process involves
social and professional reintegration, as well
as adaptation to a reality profoundly shaped
by physical, psychological, and social trauma.
Official estimates indicate that the number of
citizens holding veteran status could reach
approximately 1.5 million, and, together with
their families, the population directly involved
in the reintegration process could exceed 5
million people.’

Poor management of this transition, in the
context of limited domestic resources and
insufficient or poorly coordinated international
support, risks generating significant social
imbalances, including the deepening of
inequalities, the stigmatization of individuals
affected by psychological trauma, and the
accumulation of collective frustrations with
destabilizing potential. In the absence of
coherent public policies and effective support
mechanisms, this process could transform a
vital category of human capital into a source
of internal vulnerability, with implications not
only for Ukraine’s social cohesion but also for
regional stability.

This study examines the main demographic,
psychological, institutional, and economic
dimensions of the reintegration process of
Ukrainian veterans, as well as the challenges
faced by the authorities in managing it.
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The analysis highlights that successful
reintegration represents a strategic imperative:
former combatants can become an essential
resource for economic reconstruction, the
consolidation of democratic stability, and the
strengthening of Ukraine’s security. However,
harnessing this potential depends on the
adoption of an integrated and multisectoral
approach, supported both by adequate domestic
resources and by strong international
partnerships.

PROFILE AND REALITIES OF
THE UKRAINIAN VETERAN

A. Demographic and Socio-Economic Data

Since the beginning of Russia’s full-scale
invasion, Ukraine has been experiencing a
severe demographic decline, marked by massive
migration, increased mortality, a sharp drop in
birth rates, and a profound redistribution of the
population across its territory. In the absence of
an updated census, the last one having been
conducted in 2001, United Nations estimates
from 2024 indicate a total population of
approximately 41 million people?, of whom
between 6.9 and 8 million are outside the
country’s borders, most residing in European
Union member states. This demographic decline
has direct consequences for the state’s ability to
sustain both the military effort and economic
activity.

The labor force, estimated at 18 million people
before the full-scale invasion, declined to
approximately 14 million by 2025. This reduction
reflects not only human losses and external
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migration but also structural disruptions in the
labor market caused by the conflict. The
official unemployment rate remains high, with
around two million people registered as
unemployed. To support the reconstruction
process, specialists estimate that Ukraine will
need at least 450,000 migrant workers each
year.®
Demographic and economic imbalances also
directly affect military mobilization capacity. At
the beginning of 2025, the Armed Forces of
Ukraine numbered approximately 880,000
active personnel?, including regular troops and
mobilized personnel; however, maintaining
this large force is becoming increasingly
difficult. The average age of soldiers on the
front line is between 40 and 45 years, with a
significant proportion exceeding the age of 50.
This reality indicates a severe depletion of the
recruitment base and a weakening of the
available demographic reserve. To
compensate for this imbalance, the authorities
expanded the legal recruitment framework to
include citizens aged between 25 and 60°.
However, this measure has not generated a
significant increase in recruitment, and the low
level of voluntary enlistment highlights the
limitations of the current mobilization model®.
At the same time, the Ukrainian military
continues to adapt, and one of the most
visible developments is the growing
participation of women in military service.
More than 100,000 women are currently
enlisted, of whom approximately 5,500 are
deployed directly on the front line”. Despite
persistent institutional and cultural obstacles,
women are increasingly present in critical
areas such as communications, logistics,
operational support, and technical services,
contributing to the consolidation of a more
flexible and professional military structure.

Figure 1. Ceremony marking the 30th anniversary of the Armed
Forces of Ukraine®

By the end of 2024, the number of war veterans
had exceeded 1.3 million®, a figure that reflects
both the scale of Ukraine’s sustained military
effort and the profound human impact of the
conflict. Veterans are becoming an increasingly
visible presence in the public sphere, while also
constituting a social group with complex needs:
social reintegration, medical care, psychological
support, and access to dedicated rights and
services.

B. The Psychological and Physical Impact
of War

Post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) has
been a recurring issue in Ukraine since 2014,
following the outbreak of the conflict in Donbas.
Approximately 80% of soldiers involved in the
ATO (Anti-Terrorist Operation) and JFO (Joint
Forces Operation) exhibited symptoms of
combat stress, while 25% developed clinical
forms of PTSD, of whom up to 30% require
specialized psychological support.™
With the expansion of the invasion in 2022, the
prevalence of PTSD increased significantly,
becoming one of the most common neurological
conditions among active-duty personnel. By
2025, PTSD accounted for 29% of all
neurological conditions reported within the
military'’. Among veterans, the incidence ranges
between 15% and 20%', but rises to as much
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as 33% among those seeking medical
treatment. In the absence of early
psychological intervention, the risk of PTSD
among soldiers who have experienced acute
trauma exceeds 60%, raising serious long-
term public health and social reintegration
concerns. The psychological impact of the war
also extends to the civilian population.
Approximately 47.5% of Ukrainian refugees
exhibit symptoms consistent with PTSD, while
among the general population exposed to the
conflict, estimates range between 12% and
20%. External migration, driven by insecurity,
attacks on civilian and energy infrastructure,
and better economic opportunities abroad,
continues to increase, with an estimated
outflow of more than 300,000 people in 2025
alone. This process amplifies the risks of
urban depopulation, the loss of skilled human
capital, and increased pressure on
reintegration and social support policies'.

/i

Figure 2. Therapy provided to a soldier for the treatment of
depression and post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) ™

In addition to psychological trauma, the war
causes severe physical injuries on a daily
basis-amputations, burns, and traumatic brain
injuries, which require complex medical
interventions and extensive rehabilitation
programs. Despite the existence of
specialized centers such as RECOVERY™,
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Superhumans'®, and UNBROKEN", the capacity
of the medical system remains insufficient and
unevenly distributed across the country.
Ukrainian veterans with locomotor disabilities
often require long-term therapy to address both
depression and post-traumatic stress disorder
(PTSD).

In this context, an increasing number of
military units have adopted the organizational
model developed by the Azov Brigade, known for
its role in the defense of the city of Mariupol and
for its resistance at the Azovstal complex. The
model involves the establishment of an
integrated support service dedicated to both
soldiers and their families, ensuring continuity of
assistance throughout military service and during
the post-mobilization period. The expansion of
this approach indicates a clear trend toward
strengthening internal support functions and
structuring recovery and reintegration processes
in a more coherent manner, tailored to the
specific needs of military personnel™.

Figure 3. Volodymyr Zelenskyy visiting soldiers recovering at the
Superhumans Prosthetics and Rehabilitation Center in Lviv, Ukraine,
December 17, 2024."°
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C. The Challenges of Demobilization and
Disarmament

In the context of a war that is still ongoing,
the prospect of demobilization remains
marked by uncertainty. The current legal
framework does not define the duration of
military service for mobilized personnel®,
creating a lack of predictability both for
soldiers and for defense institutions. Without a
clear timeline for discharge from service,
planning the post-conflict transition becomes
difficult. It is expected that the demobilization
process will begin only after the cessation of
hostilities, while its form, pace, and scale will
depend on the political and military conditions
under which the war concludes.

This legal uncertainty is compounded by
operational constraints that directly shape the
experience of active military service and,
consequently, the profile of the future veteran.
The duration of service has been significantly
extended in the absence of functional rotation
mechanisms, while the training period for new
recruits has been reduced from approximately
90 days to around 50 days. This compression
of training occurs in a context marked by
repeated attacks on training grounds and
persistent logistical constraints, including
shortages of ammunition for exercises.
Recovery time between missions remains
limited, often restricted to approximately three
days of recuperation and 10—15 days of leave
—insufficient for adequate physical and
psychological recovery. These conditions
affect discipline and unit cohesion, with
differences in management between brigades
directly reflected in the level of internal
incidents. At the same time, the military
judicial system faces a high volume of minor
cases, a situation that reflects management
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deficiencies at the leadership level in several

military units.
In this difficult context, the existence of an
institutional mechanism capable of

systematically monitoring the respect for the
rights of military personnel and proactively
intervening to address dysfunctions becomes
essential, in order to prevent serious incidents
and the erosion of trust within the military
institution. The recently established institution of
the Military Ombudsman is already carrying out
monitoring and intervention activities related to
the protection of military personnel’s rights,
although as of 2026 it still operates with a
limited number of staff. Its mandate is to ensure
effective civilian oversight of how the rights of
service members are respected across all
structures of the Defense Forces, through the
examination and resolution of complaints, the
conduct of inspections, the mediation of
potentially  conflictual situations between
soldiers and their commanders from an early
stage, and the formulation of concrete
recommendations to remedy dysfunctions
associated with military service. In parallel,
through institutional cooperation with the
Ministry of Veterans Affairs, the Military
Ombudsman also contributes to supporting the
transition and reintegration of military personnel
into civilian life.

The challenges are not confined to the military
sphere but also involve significant socio-
economic pressures. The reintegration into
civilian life of an estimated more than 500,000%'
combatants will take place in a fragile economic
environment  characterized by a high
unemployment rate (12.1% in 2025)* and a
chronic shortage of specialized jobs. In addition,
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budgetary constraints limit the state’s capacity
to provide compensation, social services, and
dedicated support programs for veterans.
Without a coordinated approach, the social
risks associated with this transition—collective
frustration, disputes over rights, and
institutional tensions—could escalate rapidly.

The widespread presence of weapons in the
civilian environment adds a critical dimension
to the transition process. According to
estimates, approximately 24% of households
in which at least one former soldier resides
possess firearms®. In the absence of an
effective collection mechanism and coherent
legislation governing arms control, the risks of
domestic violence, armed incidents, and
broader social instability increase significantly.
The combination of untreated psychological
trauma and access to weapons makes the
disarmament of veterans an essential
component of internal security in the post-
conflict period.

The adoption of the National Strategy for
Veterans Policy 2030 provides an important
framework for the development of sustainable
reintegration policies®*. However, in the
absence of clear regulations regarding
demobilizaton and a  comprehensive
operational plan for disarmament, the post-
conflict transition risks becoming fragmented
and vulnerable. An integrated approach—
legal, economic, institutional, and security-
oriented—is essential to transform the
process of demobilization and disarmament
into a genuine pillar of national reconstruction.
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Figure 4. Adoption of the National Strategy for Veterans Policy 2030
by the Cabinet of Ministers®

In this context, marked by legal uncertainty,
operational constraints, and cumulative socio-
economic pressures, it becomes clear that
demobilization and disarmament cannot be
treated solely as post-conflict administrative
processes, but must instead be conceived as
active instruments of stabilization and
reconstruction. Initiatives that create functional
bridges between military experience and civilian
needs provide important indications regarding
possible directions for public policy. A relevant
example is the decision of the national railway
company, Ukrainian Railways, to establish a
specialized unit for monitoring and protecting
critical railway infrastructure through the use of
drones, a structure that integrates railway
workers who are veterans wounded in combat
and who have returned from military service.
Such an approach illustrates how the
demobilization process can be aligned with
objectives related to internal security, the
protection of critical infrastructure, and socio-
economic reintegration. At the same time, it
reduces potential risks and demonstrates the
capacity of veterans to become actors of post-
war stability rather than latent sources of
vulnerability?®.
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CHALLENGES OF SOCIAL
REINTEGRATION

A. Stigmatization and the Risk of Social
Stereotypes

The impact of social stigmatization and the
risks associated with stereotypes linked to
veteran status represent essential dimensions
of the demobilization process, requiring a
more consistent approach within reintegration
policies and programs. According to available
data, approximately 25% of former
combatants?, including women, have reported
episodes of discrimination or biased treatment
in their interactions with public institutions and
specialized support services for veterans.
Such experiences undermine trust in the
system and contribute to the social
marginalization of veterans, directly affecting
the reintegration process.

Stigmatization also contributes to the
distortion of the veteran’s image in public
perception. According to a study conducted by
the Ukrainian Veterans Fund and Syracuse
University®, the social status of veterans is
declining, while relations with the civilian
population are increasingly affected by fear,
stereotypes, and misinformation. Veterans are
often perceived as unstable, aggressive, or
problematic, which reduces their employment
opportunities and fuels a sense of injustice. In
the case of women veterans, these prejudices
are compounded by gender stereotypes, while
media representation tends to be superficial or
reductionist, emphasizing either the image of
the victim or that of the isolated hero, without
nuance.
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B. Examples of Incidents Involving
Veterans

Recent incidents of violence involving veterans
in Ukraine highlight both the vulnerabilities of
this group and the pressures placed on state
institutions. High-profile cases, including the
assault of a veteran in Smila®, the robbery of a
former soldier in Ternopil®®, and the shooting of
a young veteran in Kharkiv®', have prompted
rapid responses from the Police and the
Prosecutor’s Office, reflecting both heightened
public sensitivity and growing demands for
stronger protection. In Dnipro, an investigation
is underway targeting employees of the
Territorial Recruitment Center accused of
assaulting a veteran®. Such situations can
erode public trust in institutions; however, the
swift judicial responses signal an effort by the
authorities to address these serious incidents.
Domestically, official data indicate a 14%
increase in domestic violence cases during the
first months of 2024, with 60% involving active
service members or veterans®®. PTSD, post-
combat stress, and social isolation are major
factors associated with this type of violence.

More extreme incidents have also been
reported, including grenade detonations inside
homes, armed attacks carried out under the
influence of alcohol, the use of an RPG (rocket-
propelled grenade launcher) against residential
buildings, and an attempted grenade attack on
the Government®. Many victims choose not to
report abuse, seeking to protect the public
image of veterans and fearing social
stigmatization.
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C. Lack of Social Recognition of Veterans’
Contributions

Although public discourse often offers
symbolic recognition, veterans in Ukraine face
real obstacles in their social and professional
reintegration. Unequal treatment by
institutions and the difficulties encountered in
entering the labor market reflect a gap
between rhetoric and reality, as confirmed by
studies conducted by UVF/Rating and
Veteran-2025%,

Prejudices persist in the labor market: many
employers are reluctant to hire veterans due
to concerns about psychological instability,
limited adaptability, or potential medical
absences. In the absence of active retraining
policies and targeted incentives, these
perceptions lead to exclusion. In 2025, the
number of CVs submitted by veterans for
employment declined by 20% compared to
2021, while job offers decreased by more than
10% compared to the pre-war period®.
Women veterans face a cumulative form of
marginalization, manifested both within a
predominantly male military system and in
their position as beneficiaries of rights that are
often insufficiently respected®.

Persistent  stereotypes  affect  both
professional integration and interactions with
institutions. Veterans with disabilities, whether
physical or psychological, face additional
barriers. Those with visible injuries are often
treated condescendingly, while invisible
conditions such as PTSD are frequently
overlooked®, reinforcing stigmatization and
limiting access to appropriate support. The
media contributes to this ambivalence: heroic
portrayals provide symbolic validation but also
impose an idealized model of resilience.
Those who do not conform to this model are

often perceived as problematic, and failure
tends to be attributed to the individual rather
than to systemic shortcomings.

Overall, the lack of genuine social recognition
reflects the absence of a coherent and
differentiated framework of public policies. The
most vulnerable categories, women and
veterans with disabilities, remain the most
exposed to the risk of exclusion.

D. Limitations of Government Funding for
Veterans

In the context of a prolonged conflict, Ukraine
has initiated reforms aimed at supporting
veterans, yet significant constraints related to
funding and institutional capacity persist. In

2023, the government launched a reform
program focused on the digitalization of
benefits, the expansion of psychological

support, and the development of reintegration
centers. The Ministry of Veterans Affairs was
tasked with drafting a new framework law.
However, implementation has been delayed:
the e-Veteran platform remains only partially
operational®®, while initiatives with strong
symbolic value®, such as the creation of the
National Military Memorial Cemetery, have
faced substantial administrative  delays.
Although the decision regarding this project was
adopted in 2022%, its effective implementation
began only in August 2025*,

These delays are compounded by major
budgetary constraints. Ukraine is expected to
accumulate a current account deficit of USD
52.6 billion between 2024 and 2033, which will
generate a substantial need for external
financing estimated at USD 85.2 billion for the
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period 2024-2027. In an adverse scenario,
this financing requirement could increase to
USD 103.9 billion*3. In this context, reductions
in certain social expenditures have been
unavoidable: in 2023, free rehabilitation
treatments were suspended, even though
60% of veterans considered them essential**.

Figure 5. Rehabilitation center for veterans®

Demographic pressure further intensifies the
crisis.
While veterans represented approximately
1.5% of the population between 2014 and
2022, projections indicate that this share could
rise to 10-30% in the coming years®,
rendering the current benefits package
unsustainable. According to several Ukrainian
experts, ignoring these needs could lead to
rising levels of alcohol abuse, suicide, and
criminality among veterans, “the question is
only one of scale: 1% or 50%?"*" The
demobilization  process remains  slow,
hindered by bureaucracy and the still limited
interoperability between institutions. In severe
cases, such as that of a soldier wounded in
the fighting around Bakhmut, who was forced
to defend in court his right to financial
compensation, resolution may take months or
even years®. Difficulties also persist at the
local level: the financial assistance of 20,000
UAH (approximately €460) is often difficult to
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access due to administrative requirements,
leading many veterans to seek legal support in
order to exercise their rights*.

These administrative dysfunctions are further
compounded by structural limitations in
institutional capacity. At the beginning of 2025,
the Ministry of Veterans Affairs operated with
just over 200 employees, while the number of
beneficiaries had grown exponentially, from
around 500,000 before 2022 to more than 1.5
million after 2024. The expansion of
responsibilities, from managing administrative
rights to providing medical services, social
support, economic programs, and digital tools,
has exceeded the institution’s initial operational
capacity. The pressure is further intensified by
the demographic profile of veterans. A
significant proportion of veterans either do not
wish to or cannot return to their previous jobs,
having lost their professional networks, skills, or
clients during the war. The current support
system does not sufficiently differentiate
interventions based on age, disability, or the
loss of professional capital, despite the
existence of a considerable number of cases
involving severe trauma and amputations. This
situation contributes to the persistence of
reintegration bottlenecks®. Nevertheless, the
state has made notable efforts despite severe
budgetary constraints. One example is the
targeted support measures implemented for the
2024-2025 academic year, under which the
government will fully cover tuition fees for more
than 13,000 children of Ukrainian military
personnel®'. Overall, financial constraints affect
not only the quality of life of veterans but also
broader post-conflict reconstruction efforts.
Without a genuine reform of the benefits system
and a more efficient use of resources, veteran
policies risk generating social frustration rather
than stability.
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E. The Gap Between Expectations and
Economic and Social Realities

In the context of an unprecedented
mobilization, the reintegration of veterans has
become a major test of the state’s institutional
capacity, already strained by budgetary
constraints, fragile infrastructure, and
administrative rigidities. Data from a survey
conducted by the Ukrainian Veterans Fund in
the autumn of 2024 indicate a low level of
confidence: only 13.3% of demobilized
veterans believe that the state is fulfilling its
social obligations®?. Both veterans and active-
duty soldiers anticipate significant difficulties
when returning to civilian life, citing limited
access to medical services, insufficient
financial support, a lack of assistance for utility
payments, inadequate psychological
rehabilitation, and problems related to
pensions, compensation, or housing loans.
This discrepancy between expectations and
the authorities’ actual capacity to respond
fuels uncertainty and erodes public confidence
in the management of the post-service
transition®?.

Inequalities are further amplified by gender
dynamics: women who have served in the
military face a shortage of services tailored to
their specific needs, including in areas such
as reproductive health, work—life balance, and
the fight against stigmatization. Territorial
disparities also deepen existing inequalities.

Rural areas remain more exposed to
vulnerabilities due to limited access to
specialized healthcare services, weaker

institutional infrastructure, and fewer socio-
economic opportunities.

In this context, reintegration policies must
move beyond uniform approaches and
incorporate differentiated measures tailored to
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local
interventions that link financial support with
medical services, counseling, education, and
professional
could undermine long-term social stability. How
the state manages and harnesses this human
resource will have a direct impact on Ukraine’s
social balance, reconstruction capacity, and
demographic resilience in the years ahead.

realities®*. Without cross-sectoral

retraining, these dysfunctions

THE IMPORTANCE OF VETERANS
FOR UKRAINE’S RECONSTRUCTION
AND POST-WAR STABILITY

A. Integration into the Labor Market

The professional reintegration of veterans

represents a key test for the capacity of both
the state and the private sector to transform
symbolic solidarity
inclusion. With more than 1.2 million veterans
officially registered, of whom 70% were active in
the labor market before mobilization®®, the
pressure on
significant, especially in the case of those living
with
disabilities.

into genuine economic

the employment system is

psychological trauma or physical

Data from the 2024 Labor Market Barometer

indicate a limited level of engagement®®: only
43% of employers have hired veterans in the
past year, and just 23% have implemented
reintegration
remain fragmented: 14% offer medical check-
ups,
retraining opportunities, while 42% have taken

programs. Existing measures

13% adapt workplaces, 18% provide



From battlefield to home: the Ukrainian veteran reintegration challenge

no measures to facilitate integration. A positive
but still isolated example is Interpipe®’, which
has implemented workplace adaptation,
professional training, psychological support,
and mentoring programs for veterans.

However, the high costs associated with
such initiatives mean that these cases remain
exceptions rather than the norm. At the
legislative level, draft law No. 12398 (January
2025)*® proposes minimum employment
quotas: 4% of positions in medium and large
companies, and at least one position in firms
with  8-25 employees. Without clear
organizational policies, however, formal
compliance does not guarantee genuine
integration. The IT sector offers promising
alternatives. Programs run by EPAM Ukraine,
for example, include free digital training
courses designed to accommodate the
physical limitations that some veterans may
face®.

Veterans possess valuable transferable
skills, including adaptability (73%), first aid
(67%), teamwork (66%), and coordination
(64%). However, the lack of technical
competencies remains a barrier in specialized
fields such as IT, engineering, or finance. This
gap helps explain the preference for sectors
perceived as stable: public administration
(35.4%), local government (27.6%), a military
career (25.5%), private security (24.2%), and
logistics and transportation (22.7%). Most
veterans anticipate a professional
readjustment period of three to six months®,
In regions close to the front line, reintegration

is severely affected by  destroyed
infrastructure, insecurity, accelerated
migration, and the lack of basic public
services.

Vulnerabilities are even more pronounced
among veterans with disabilities or invisible
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traumas, who face difficulties in identifying
suitable employment in the absence of active
labor market policies and retraining programs.
Without targeted interventions, these barriers
may limit their full participation in the labor
market. In this context, the Verkhovna Rada of
Ukraine has adopted legislative amendments
allowing persons with disabilities to be
employed within the structures of the National
Police. The measure responds to requests
expressed by many veterans who wish to
continue serving in public institutions but were
previously excluded due to restrictive physical
standards. This legislative adjustment therefore
contributes to more inclusive professional
reintegration and to the effective use of the
experience  accumulated during  military
service®'.

Figure 6. Ukrainian veteran reintegrated into the labor market at the
Interpipe metal scrap collection platform in Poltava.®

B. Domestic and Internationally Supported
Projects for Veterans in Ukraine

The expansion of mobilization and the rapid
increase in the number of veterans have made
international support and local partnerships
essential pillars for developing a functional
system of rehabilitation and reintegration. Both
state institutions and civil society, together with
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external partners, are contributing to the
creation of infrastructure tailored to these
needs.

Among_the most relevant initiatives are:

« Ukrainian Action Heroes (U.S. & U.K.
diaspora): group therapy programs and
physical activities designed to support the
psychological recovery of veterans.®

« Superhumans Center (Lviv): rehabilitation,
prosthetics, and psychological support
services, assisting more than 3,000
beneficiaries annually.®*

- |IREX — Veteran Reintegration Program:
digital platforms such as MARTA, Baza,
and TseOk, providing legal counseling,
career guidance, and self-assessment
tools.®

. Mriya Aid®, CUSAP®, Canada: provision
of medical equipment, drones, and
support for surgical interventions.

« One4Humanity (Ireland): delivery of
equipment and medicines to regional
rehabilitation centers.®®
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« Operation Interflex (United Kingdom):
training and professional retraining
programs for more than 18,000 former
combatants.®®

« U-LEAD with Europe: development of one-
stop service desks and community centers
dedicated to veterans.”

- Human Capital Resilience Charter (URC
2025, Rome): initiative encouraging private
sector engagement in supporting veterans
and displaced persons, with over 100
signatory organizations.”

Despite these advances, systemic
dysfunctions persist. Local authorities
sometimes apply compensation levels lower
than those stipulated by law (for example under
Government Decision No. 112)"?, forcing many
veterans to resort to legal action in order to
secure their rights. Such disparities within the
compensation system undermine both trust and
fairness.

Comparative Table of Compensation for the Families of Military Personnel

Category

Amount of Compensation

Amount of
Compensation

Ratio Compared to
Death Compensation

Family of a deceased

15,000,000 UAH (approx.

Reference (100%)

soldier

€296,000)

Family of a missing
soldier, without legal
recognition of status

60,000 UAH (approx.
€1,200)

250 times lower

Family of a missing
soldier, with legal
recognition of status

120,000 UAH (approx.

€2,400)

125 times lower

Family of a prisoner of
war, 1 year

100,000 UAH (approx.

€2,000)

150 times lower

Family of a prisoner of
war, 3 years

300,000 UAH (approx.

€6,000)

50 times lower
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These imbalances, together with the uneven
application of legislation, fuel perceptions of
inequity and undermine efforts to ensure the
coherent reintegration of veterans.

C. Integration of Veterans into Political Life

The participation of veterans in political life
has the potential to strengthen democratic

governance, vyet it remains weakly
institutionalized. Individual cases, such as
those of Members of Parliament Yana
Zinkevych”™ and Andrii Biletskyi™,

demonstrate that the transition from the
battlefield to Parliament is possible when
supported by public backing and social
capital.

Ukrainian veterans are already emerging as
actors of local civic leadership, particularly
through  the  assumption of interim
administrative positions and involvement in
local decision-making structures, in a context
where martial law suspends formal electoral
competition. The local level thus functions as
an institutional conversion  mechanism
between military experience and democratic
political  participation, transforming the
symbolic capital of veterans into functional
civic capital”. The legitimacy of this role
derives from transferable competencies
acquired in crisis conditions, especially the
capacity for coordination and decision-making
under pressure. In this regard, Valerii
Zaluzhnyi has stated that in the post-war
period veterans will constitute the “backbone
of Ukrainian society” and a determining factor
in its political direction. Early civic integration
therefore emerges as a stabilizing instrument,
reducing the risks of  post-conflict
marginalization.
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With the eventual lifting of martial law, the
political participation of veterans could increase
significantly. Their high level of public trust
offers the prospect of a more accountable
political class. Figures such as lhor Lutsenko
have promoted strategic issues including
military rotation’®, mobilization reform, and
enhanced civil-military cooperation, drawing
inspiration from external models such as those
found in Israel.

The protests of July 2025 highlighted the
increasingly active role of veterans in political
life. Their rapid reaction to a draft law that would
have  subordinated NABU and  SAP
demonstrated that the independence of anti-
corruption institutions is perceived as a matter
of national security. Supported by active-duty
soldiers, veterans mobilized tens of thousands
of people, forcing the Verkhovna Rada to adopt
a new law restoring the independence of these
institutions””. In doing so, veterans asserted
themselves as an influential political voice and a

balancing factor within the democratic
architecture of the state.
D. Social and Political Risks: The

Possibility of Internal Tensions in the
Event of a Ceasefire or a Settlement
Perceived as Unjust

In the absence of clear and equitable
policies, the reintegration of veterans risks
generating instability. The perception of
unequal distribution of the military burden
within society, combined with persistent
administrative bottlenecks, fuels frustration.
Draft law No. 13260%, which proposes
penalties for leaving military units, reflects
these  systemic  pressures. Of the
approximately 250,000 recorded cases, only
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29,000 have been resolved voluntarily.

Protests by the families of missing soldiers,
such as those held in July 2025, illustrate
growing frustration with a bureaucratic system
that allocates funds through military units
rather than directly to beneficiaries’. Without
coherent reforms, such grievances may
evolve into a source of instability. In this
context, the successful reintegration of
veterans is essential for sustainable post-
conflict reconstruction.

The systemic dimension of these
dysfunctions has been publicly acknowledged
at the governmental level. Upon assuming
office on January 14, 2026, the new Minister
of Defense, Mykhailo Fedorov, stated that the
ministry is dealing with more than two million
citizens wanted for failing to clarify their
military status, as well as approximately
200,000 deserters®. These figures indicate
not only a resource crisis but also a profound
disconnect between mobilization mechanisms,
the administrative capacity of the state, and
the social expectations of the mobilized
population.

A peace settlement perceived by soldiers
and veterans as “unjust” could trigger a wave
of discontent and instability across Ukraine.
Statements by Andrii Biletskyi®', a Ukrainian
soldier, civic activist, and politician, founder
and first commander of the Azov Regiment,
known for his role in the defense of Mariupol
(2014) and for the professionalization of a
volunteer unit that later became part of the
National Guard of Ukraine, highlight the
potential for social contestation in the event of
a ceasefire involving territorial concessions
perceived as a betrayal of the sacrifices made
by soldiers. In such a context, veterans could
fuel protest movements capable of generating
significant political instability in Ukraine. Given
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the symbolic capital associated with the Azov
movement, such mobilization could have a
substantial domestic impact during what would
likely be a particularly fragile post-conflict
period.

RISKS FOR REGIONAL STABILITY

The social, economic, and psychological
reintegration of Ukrainian veterans is emerging
as one of the most complex challenges of the
post-conflict period. Poor management of this
process could generate negative effects not
only for Ukraine’s internal stability but also for
regional and European security. A relevant
precedent can be found in the experience of
Soviet veterans returning from the Soviet—
Afghan War (1979-1989). Following the
collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991 and the
subsequent absence of coherent reintegration
policies in Russia and other post-Soviet
republics, social problems among veterans
intensified, contributing to a significant rise in
criminal activity.

According to official data, approximately
620,000 Soviet soldiers were deployed during
the conflict in Afghanistan (1979—1989)%. At the

end of the war, estimates indicated that
between 35% and 70% of them were
experiencing severe symptoms of post-

traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), commonly
referred to at the time as the “Afghan
syndrome,” and required urgent psychological
assistance®. A survey conducted in 1990
indicated that around 70% of veterans
expressed their willingness to return
immediately to the battlefield if necessary,
largely motivated by the desire to escape the
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intense feelings of uselessness, guilt, and
isolation experienced in civilian life. At the
same time, statistical data from 1989 showed
that more than 370,000 former combatants
were struggling with chronic alcoholism or
various forms of psychoactive substance
dependence®.

On the labor market, employers often
showed significant reluctance to hire veterans,
who were frequently perceived as
unpredictable individuals with  unstable
behavior and difficult to integrate into civilian
environments. In the absence of coherent
economic support programs and professional
retraining initiatives, a considerable number of
former combatants were drawn into organized
criminal activities, capitalizing on the tactical
skills acquired during the war and their
familiarity with the use of weapons. At the
same time, numerous veterans’ associations
were established which, although initially
proclaiming humanitarian and mutual support
objectives, in some cases degenerated into
semi-criminal or organized criminal structures
involved in embezzlement, money laundering,
and the trafficking of weapons, drugs, and
alcohol. Violent rivalries between these groups
contributed to the escalation of crime in post-
Soviet Russia, where the number of recorded
offenses increased from approximately 1.8
million in 1990 to around 2.8 million in 1993.%°

Although the current geopolitical and military
context differs fundamentally from that of the
1990s, the scale of human losses in the war in
Ukraine significantly exceeds those recorded
during the Soviet—Afghan War. According to a
study published in June 2025 by the Center
for Strategic and International Studies (CSIS),
the Ukrainian army has suffered
approximately 400,000 casualties, including
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between 60,000 and 100,000 soldiers killed®®.
Russian losses are estimated to be even
higher: a report by the United Kingdom Ministry
of Defence indicates that more than one million
Russian soldiers have been killed or wounded
since the beginning of the full-scale invasion on
February 24, 2022.%

In 2023, Ukraine’s Ministry of Veterans Affairs
projected that the number of citizens holding
veteran status could reach 1.5 million by the
end of the war. Including their families, the
population directly involved in the reintegration
process could exceed 5 million people®. These
figures highlight the need for a substantial effort
to address post-traumatic stress, reintegrate
veterans into society, and provide them with
economic support. All of this will take place
while the Ukrainian state is simultaneously
undergoing a broad process of reconstruction
and economic recovery. At present, a Ukrainian
soldier on the front line receives a total monthly
income of approximately USD 2,500-3,000, a
level of income that will cease once
demobilization occurs®. Many of these veterans
are likely to face difficulties related to housing
shortages, limited employment opportunities,
and a lack of professional qualifications
necessary for effective social reintegration.

WAKE v

Figure 7. March of veterans from the Azov unit held in Kyiv on
Volunteer Day, 14 March 2020, during which participants displayed
banners with the message “No Capitulation” *°
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In the absence of effective transition policies
and a robust system of social and
psychological support, the risk of ideological
radicalization among Ukrainian veterans
increases significantly. Accumulated
frustration, feelings of marginalization, and the
lack of real prospects for reintegration may
encourage the attraction of significant
segments of veterans to paramilitary groups
or movements with violent political agendas,
as has historically been observed in cases of
inadequate post-conflict reintegration. At the
same time, socially excluded veterans may
become vulnerable to recruitment by
organized crime networks in an attempt to
secure means of subsistence. In this context,
the presence of large quantities of weaponry
in the country, combined with the challenges
of controlling arms trafficking, increases the
risk of military equipment flowing into black
markets across Europe. Although there is
currently no evidence of large-scale arms

trafficking from Ukraine abroad, the
phenomenon could grow after the war, placing
particular pressure on Ukraine’s EU

neighbors, Poland, Romania, Slovakia, and
Hungary, as well as on the Republic of
Moldova.

Another emerging risk concerns the potential
rise of social tensions within the Ukrainian
diaspora in the European Union. Many former
combatants, faced with limited inco fter
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demobilization, may choose to relocate to join
family members already settled in the EU.
Difficulties in accessing the labor market,
including the recognition of qualifications,
language barriers, and perceived discrimination,
may intensify feelings of frustration and
inequality, particularly toward compatriots who
did not fight on the front but have managed to
build stable lives abroad. At the same time, the
narrative promoted during the war, according to
which “Ukraine is Europe’s shield” against
Russia, has created high expectations among
veterans regarding the level of support from EU
member states. If these expectations are not
met, combined with real socio-economic
challenges, this could fuel a profound sense of
betrayal and disillusionment. These dynamics
could contribute to the emergence of protest
movements or expressions of discontent within
Ukrainian diaspora communities.

Within this framework, the Ministry for
Veterans Affairs has identified the development
of a national network of veteran-dedicated
infrastructure as a priority. The plan envisages
the creation, by 2027, of “veteran development
centers” and “veteran spaces” in 140 districts
across Ukraine. These facilities, each with an
area of approximately 1,200 m?2, will be
organized around clearly defined functions,
including psychological counseling, social
assistance, community activities, and vocational
training programs.

designed for physical and psychological

Figure 8. Mobile rehabilitation center
recovery®'
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These centers are intended to provide
integrated  administrative, social, legal,
psychological, and rehabilitation services,
based on a unified design and common
standards aimed at ensuring accessibility,
coherence, and inclusion nationwide. This
standardization seeks to prevent the
recurrence of past negative experiences,
when in some regions veteran spaces were
established in outdated buildings that were
entirely unsuitable for the beneficiaries’ real
needs.

However, the remarkable effort of the
Ministry for Veterans Affairs to launch this
project remains strongly constrained by
domestic budgetary limitations. The estimated
cost for a standard module is approximately
EUR 3 million, to which around EUR 125,000
must be added for furnishings and equipment.
The proposed financing structure involves
cost-sharing with local authorities, which are
expected to provide the land and cover
approximately 40% of the total costs®. In the
absence of sufficient public resources, the
project’s funding is expected to rely primarily
on external sources.
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After the end of the war, the reintegration of
veterans into society will become one of the
most pressing challenges not only for Ukraine,
but also for the European Union. To harness
veterans’ experience and skills in the country’s
reconstruction process, Ukraine will require
substantial external support. Such assistance
will also be necessary to prevent the
proliferation of organized crime structures that
could threaten not only Ukraine’s security but
also that of Europe. The European Union
should therefore consider initiating and
financing a dedicated program to support the
rehabilitation and reintegration of Ukrainian
veterans, providing a clear, predictable, and
long-term framework of assistance. Such an
initiative would strengthen the institutional
capacity of the Ministry for Veterans Affairs,
expand rehabilitation infrastructure, and support
the socio-professional integration of veterans.
Through a program of this kind, the European
Union would directly contribute to reducing the
social risks associated with post-military
transition and to strengthening the resilience of
Ukrainian society.
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	INTRODUCTION
	The number of Ukrainian veterans has steadily increased since February 2022, following the launch of the Russian Federation’s full-scale invasion. For hundreds of thousands and potentially millions of former and current combatants, the cessation of active hostilities will not mark the end of the war, but rather the beginning of a complex transition to civilian life. This process involves social and professional reintegration, as well as adaptation to a reality profoundly shaped by physical, psychological, and social trauma. Official estimates indicate that the number of citizens holding veteran status could reach approximately 1.5 million, and, together with their families, the population directly involved in the reintegration process could exceed 5 million people.1     Poor management of this transition, in the context of limited domestic resources and insufficient or poorly coordinated international support, risks generating significant social imbalances, including the deepening of inequalities, the stigmatization of individuals affected by psychological trauma, and the accumulation of collective frustrations with destabilizing potential. In the absence of coherent public policies and effective support mechanisms, this process could transform a vital category of human capital into a source of internal vulnerability, with implications not only for Ukraine’s social cohesion but also for regional stability.    This study examines the main demographic, psychological, institutional, and economic dimensions of the reintegration process of Ukrainian veterans, as well as the challenges faced by the authorities in managing it.
	The analysis highlights that successful reintegration represents a strategic imperative: former combatants can become an essential resource for economic reconstruction, the consolidation of democratic stability, and the strengthening of Ukraine’s security. However, harnessing this potential depends on the adoption of an integrated and multisectoral approach, supported both by adequate domestic resources and by strong international partnerships.
	PROFILE AND REALITIES OF THE UKRAINIAN VETERAN
	A. Demographic and Socio-Economic Data
	Since the beginning of Russia’s full-scale invasion, Ukraine has been experiencing a severe demographic decline, marked by massive migration, increased mortality, a sharp drop in birth rates, and a profound redistribution of the population across its territory. In the absence of an updated census, the last one having been conducted in 2001, United Nations estimates from 2024 indicate a total population of approximately 41 million people2, of whom between 6.9 and 8 million are outside the country’s borders, most residing in European Union member states. This demographic decline has direct consequences for the state’s ability to sustain both the military effort and economic activity.    The labor force, estimated at 18 million people before the full-scale invasion, declined to approximately 14 million by 2025. This reduction reflects not only human losses and external


	migration but also structural disruptions in the labor market caused by the conflict. The official unemployment rate remains high, with around two million people registered as unemployed. To support the reconstruction process, specialists estimate that Ukraine will need at least 450,000 migrant workers each year.3 Demographic and economic imbalances also directly affect military mobilization capacity. At the beginning of 2025, the Armed Forces of Ukraine numbered approximately 880,000 active personnel4, including regular troops and mobilized personnel; however, maintaining this large force is becoming increasingly difficult. The average age of soldiers on the front line is between 40 and 45 years, with a significant proportion exceeding the age of 50. This reality indicates a severe depletion of the recruitment base and a weakening of the available demographic reserve. To compensate for this imbalance, the authorities expanded the legal recruitment framework to include citizens aged between 25 and 605. However, this measure has not generated a significant increase in recruitment, and the low level of voluntary enlistment highlights the limitations of the current mobilization model6.    At the same time, the Ukrainian military continues to adapt, and one of the most visible developments is the growing participation of women in military service. More than 100,000 women are currently enlisted, of whom approximately 5,500 are deployed directly on the front line7. Despite persistent institutional and cultural obstacles, women are increasingly present in critical areas such as communications, logistics, operational support, and technical services, contributing to the consolidation of a more flexible and professional military structure.
	By the end of 2024, the number of war veterans had exceeded 1.3 million9, a figure that reflects both the scale of Ukraine’s sustained military effort and the profound human impact of the conflict. Veterans are becoming an increasingly visible presence in the public sphere, while also constituting a social group with complex needs: social reintegration, medical care, psychological support, and access to dedicated rights and services.

	B. The Psychological and Physical Impact of War
	Post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) has been a recurring issue in Ukraine since 2014, following the outbreak of the conflict in Donbas. Approximately 80% of soldiers involved in the ATO (Anti-Terrorist Operation) and JFO (Joint Forces Operation) exhibited symptoms of combat stress, while 25% developed clinical forms of PTSD, of whom up to 30% require specialized psychological support.10 With the expansion of the invasion in 2022, the prevalence of PTSD increased significantly, becoming one of the most common neurological conditions among active-duty personnel. By 2025, PTSD accounted for 29% of all neurological conditions reported within the military11. Among veterans, the incidence ranges between 15% and 20%12, but rises to as much

	as 33% among those seeking medical treatment. In the absence of early psychological intervention, the risk of PTSD among soldiers who have experienced acute trauma exceeds 60%, raising serious long-term public health and social reintegration concerns. The psychological impact of the war also extends to the civilian population. Approximately 47.5% of Ukrainian refugees exhibit symptoms consistent with PTSD, while among the general population exposed to the conflict, estimates range between 12% and 20%. External migration, driven by insecurity, attacks on civilian and energy infrastructure, and better economic opportunities abroad, continues to increase, with an estimated outflow of more than 300,000 people in 2025 alone. This process amplifies the risks of urban depopulation, the loss of skilled human capital, and increased pressure on reintegration and social support policies13.
	In addition to psychological trauma, the war causes severe physical injuries on a daily basis-amputations, burns, and traumatic brain injuries, which require complex medical interventions and extensive rehabilitation programs. Despite the existence of specialized centers such as RECOVERY15,
	Superhumans16, and UNBROKEN17, the capacity of the medical system remains insufficient and unevenly distributed across the country. Ukrainian veterans with locomotor disabilities often require long-term therapy to address both depression and post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD).    In this context, an increasing number of military units have adopted the organizational model developed by the Azov Brigade, known for its role in the defense of the city of Mariupol and for its resistance at the Azovstal complex. The model involves the establishment of an integrated support service dedicated to both soldiers and their families, ensuring continuity of assistance throughout military service and during the post-mobilization period. The expansion of this approach indicates a clear trend toward strengthening internal support functions and structuring recovery and reintegration processes in a more coherent manner, tailored to the specific needs of military personnel18.
	C. The Challenges of Demobilization and Disarmament
	In the context of a war that is still ongoing, the prospect of demobilization remains marked by uncertainty. The current legal framework does not define the duration of military service for mobilized personnel20, creating a lack of predictability both for soldiers and for defense institutions. Without a clear timeline for discharge from service, planning the post-conflict transition becomes difficult. It is expected that the demobilization process will begin only after the cessation of hostilities, while its form, pace, and scale will depend on the political and military conditions under which the war concludes.    This legal uncertainty is compounded by operational constraints that directly shape the experience of active military service and, consequently, the profile of the future veteran. The duration of service has been significantly extended in the absence of functional rotation mechanisms, while the training period for new recruits has been reduced from approximately 90 days to around 50 days. This compression of training occurs in a context marked by repeated attacks on training grounds and persistent logistical constraints, including shortages of ammunition for exercises. Recovery time between missions remains limited, often restricted to approximately three days of recuperation and 10–15 days of leave—insufficient for adequate physical and psychological recovery. These conditions affect discipline and unit cohesion, with differences in management between brigades directly reflected in the level of internal incidents. At the same time, the military judicial system faces a high volume of minor cases, a situation that reflects management
	deficiencies at the leadership level in several military units.    In this difficult context, the existence of an institutional mechanism capable of systematically monitoring the respect for the rights of military personnel and proactively intervening to address dysfunctions becomes essential, in order to prevent serious incidents and the erosion of trust within the military institution. The recently established institution of the Military Ombudsman is already carrying out monitoring and intervention activities related to the protection of military personnel’s rights, although as of 2026 it still operates with a limited number of staff. Its mandate is to ensure effective civilian oversight of how the rights of service members are respected across all structures of the Defense Forces, through the examination and resolution of complaints, the conduct of inspections, the mediation of potentially conflictual situations between soldiers and their commanders from an early stage, and the formulation of concrete recommendations to remedy dysfunctions associated with military service. In parallel, through institutional cooperation with the Ministry of Veterans Affairs, the Military Ombudsman also contributes to supporting the transition and reintegration of military personnel into civilian life.    The challenges are not confined to the military sphere but also involve significant socio-economic pressures. The reintegration into civilian life of an estimated more than 500,00021 combatants will take place in a fragile economic environment characterized by a high unemployment rate (12.1% in 2025)22 and a chronic shortage of specialized jobs. In addition,

	budgetary constraints limit the state’s capacity to provide compensation, social services, and dedicated support programs for veterans. Without a coordinated approach, the social risks associated with this transition—collective frustration, disputes over rights, and institutional tensions—could escalate rapidly.    The widespread presence of weapons in the civilian environment adds a critical dimension to the transition process. According to estimates, approximately 24% of households in which at least one former soldier resides possess firearms23. In the absence of an effective collection mechanism and coherent legislation governing arms control, the risks of domestic violence, armed incidents, and broader social instability increase significantly. The combination of untreated psychological trauma and access to weapons makes the disarmament of veterans an essential component of internal security in the post-conflict period.   The adoption of the National Strategy for Veterans Policy 2030 provides an important framework for the development of sustainable reintegration policies24. However, in the absence of clear regulations regarding demobilization and a comprehensive operational plan for disarmament, the post-conflict transition risks becoming fragmented and vulnerable. An integrated approach—legal, economic, institutional, and security-oriented—is essential to transform the process of demobilization and disarmament into a genuine pillar of national reconstruction.
	In this context, marked by legal uncertainty, operational constraints, and cumulative socio-economic pressures, it becomes clear that demobilization and disarmament cannot be treated solely as post-conflict administrative processes, but must instead be conceived as active instruments of stabilization and reconstruction. Initiatives that create functional bridges between military experience and civilian needs provide important indications regarding possible directions for public policy. A relevant example is the decision of the national railway company, Ukrainian Railways, to establish a specialized unit for monitoring and protecting critical railway infrastructure through the use of drones, a structure that integrates railway workers who are veterans wounded in combat and who have returned from military service. Such an approach illustrates how the demobilization process can be aligned with objectives related to internal security, the protection of critical infrastructure, and socio-economic reintegration. At the same time, it reduces potential risks and demonstrates the capacity of veterans to become actors of post-war stability rather than latent sources of vulnerability26.
	CHALLENGES OF SOCIAL REINTEGRATION
	A. Stigmatization and the Risk of Social Stereotypes
	The impact of social stigmatization and the risks associated with stereotypes linked to veteran status represent essential dimensions of the demobilization process, requiring a more consistent approach within reintegration policies and programs. According to available data, approximately 25% of former combatants27, including women, have reported episodes of discrimination or biased treatment in their interactions with public institutions and specialized support services for veterans. Such experiences undermine trust in the system and contribute to the social marginalization of veterans, directly affecting the reintegration process.  Stigmatization also contributes to the distortion of the veteran’s image in public perception. According to a study conducted by the Ukrainian Veterans Fund and Syracuse University28, the social status of veterans is declining, while relations with the civilian population are increasingly affected by fear, stereotypes, and misinformation. Veterans are often perceived as unstable, aggressive, or problematic, which reduces their employment opportunities and fuels a sense of injustice. In the case of women veterans, these prejudices are compounded by gender stereotypes, while media representation tends to be superficial or reductionist, emphasizing either the image of the victim or that of the isolated hero, without nuance.

	B. Examples of Incidents Involving Veterans
	Recent incidents of violence involving veterans in Ukraine highlight both the vulnerabilities of this group and the pressures placed on state institutions. High-profile cases, including the assault of a veteran in Smila29, the robbery of a former soldier in Ternopil30, and the shooting of a young veteran in Kharkiv31, have prompted rapid responses from the Police and the Prosecutor’s Office, reflecting both heightened public sensitivity and growing demands for stronger protection. In Dnipro, an investigation is underway targeting employees of the Territorial Recruitment Center accused of assaulting a veteran32. Such situations can erode public trust in institutions; however, the swift judicial responses signal an effort by the authorities to address these serious incidents. Domestically, official data indicate a 14% increase in domestic violence cases during the first months of 2024, with 60% involving active service members or veterans33. PTSD, post-combat stress, and social isolation are major factors associated with this type of violence.   More extreme incidents have also been reported, including grenade detonations inside homes, armed attacks carried out under the influence of alcohol, the use of an RPG (rocket-propelled grenade launcher) against residential buildings, and an attempted grenade attack on the Government34. Many victims choose not to report abuse, seeking to protect the public image of veterans and fearing social stigmatization.


	C. Lack of Social Recognition of Veterans’ Contributions

