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Transnational Experiences of
Ukrainian Displaced Children

The Russian Federation’s war in Ukraine has created the largest
displacement crisis in Europe since World War I, forcing over 14 million
Ukrainians to flee their homes. As Russian Armed Forces carry out
brutal campaigns against civilians, children suffer the consequences.
This research documents the individual experiences of 63 Ukrainian
children displaced by the war. Firsthand accounts were collected from
an online survey completed by their parents or guardians, as well

as an interview with a humanitarian volunteer who helped hundreds
resettle. Five periods of each child’s life were examined: life before 24
February 2022; journey to the host community; adaptation to the host
community; confrontation with physical or psychological trauma; and
prospects for the future. The findings illustrate a heartbreaking picture
of loss, endurance, adaption, and hope. Children will likely experience
long-term consequences from the Russian Federation’s volitional war in
Ukraine. National governments can help alleviate suffering and ensure
that future generations do not face a similar war-torn fate by assisting
Ukrainian displaced families and supporting Ukraine’s victory.

On 24 February 2022, the Russian Federation initiated
the unprovoked, full-scale invasion of Ukraine. Shortly
after Russian leader Vladimir Putin announced a “special
military operation,’ missiles began targeting Ukrainian
cities. Two years later, the Russian Federation has failed
to secure any major military victories but has created the
largest displacement crisis in Europe since World War Il

Russian military strategy indiscriminately targets densely
populated areas, subjecting civilians to disproportionate

harm.2 Over 14 million Ukrainians have been forced to
flee their homes, among which are about five million
children.® The war's impact on Ukrainian children is well
documented: Russian Armed Forces kill, torture, rape,
unlawfully confine, and deport them, inflicting extensive
and long-lasting psychological trauma.*

This research examines the experiences of 63 Ukrainian
children displaced by the war. It synthesizes dozens
of firsthand accounts from the parents or guardians of
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displaced children, as well as a humanitarian volunteer
who helped hundreds resettle. The study reminds us that
behind every general statistic are the individual expe-
riences of distinct persons. At the same time, the study
uncovers several trends. Whether internally displaced or a
refugee abroad, each child fled unexpectedly, left behind
loved ones, arrived in unfamiliar locations, and struggled
to rebuild their lives. Each respondent also expressed an
intent to return home when the situation allows.

In this report, | demonstrate the human price of Russia's
aggression at the individual level. First, | explain the
methods for documenting the experiences, including an
online survey and a qualitative expert interview. Then, |
organize the accounts into five periods, highlighting par-
ticular stories alongside common trends. Building on the
findings, | offer two evidence-based recommendations on
how national governments can support Ukrainian dis-
placed children and help ensure that future generations
do not face a similar war-torn fate.

' 'm writing this now, and I’'m crying again.

It is very scary when you have to go

somewhere and leave your child at home,
and you do not know if you will return home
because of the occupiers. | always took a
photo of the child with me so that if | was
taken away, at least | would have a photo.

Methods

To document the experiences of Ukrainian displaced chil-
dren, non-random sampling techniques were employed.
An online survey in Ukrainian (Ukrsurvey.com) was
disseminated via web link through my networks in Europe
and North America. Parents or guardians of displaced
children participated through voluntary response sam-
pling. All respondents were given the option to remain
anonymous. The survey asked questions relating to the
child'’s life during five key periods:

Life before the full-scale war. Where did you live in
Ukraine? What were the day-to-day activities of your
child?

The journey to the host community. When did you
decide to leave and under what conditions? How long was
your journey? What mode of transportation did you use?
Who traveled with you? Did any family members remain in
Ukraine?

Adaptation to the host community. Does your child like
his or her new community? Has it been difficult to adapt

to the language or culture? Has your child made any new
friends? What is the biggest difference between this res-

idence and your home? Has your child asked about why

they left home? If so, what have you told your child?

Confrontation with physical or psychological trauma.
Have you or your child experienced physical injury or
emotional suffering? Have you experienced the loss of a
loved one? Is there any significant change to your child’s
demeanor? How have you addressed these challenges?
Has there been any improvement?

Prospects for the future. Do you plan to
return to Ukraine after the war or do you
prefer to stay in this location?

From October 2022 to September 2023, a
total of 46 responses encompassing the
experiences of 54 children were recorded.
Responses were submitted by parents or
guardians of displaced children between the
ages of 7 months and 18 years. Before the
full-scale invasion, the respondents resided
in various regions across Ukraine. The
largest concentration of respondents lived
in eastern Ukraine, including in the oblasts
of Donetsk, Luhansk, Kherson, and Zapor-
izhzhia. Following their displacement, the respondents
settled in eight countries: the Czech Republic, Germany,
Latvia, Poland, Sweden, Ukraine, the United Kingdom, and
the United States.

The primary limitation of this research involves the will-
ingness of individuals to disclose sensitive information
about their children. | have attempted to mitigate this gap
through an in-depth, qualitative interview with one indi-
vidual who helped hundreds of displaced children resettle.
Maria Polishchuk is the Director of Communications and
Outreach at The Children of Ukraine Foundation, a 501(c)
(3) not-for-profit organization sending humanitarian aid to
Ukrainian children. She regularly interacts with the parents
and guardians of displaced children, as well as orphan-
ages and grassroots organizations that support them.



Transnational Experiences of Ukrainian Displaced Children 5

During a structured interview, she discussed general
trends she has observed since the full-scale invasion.
She also spotlighted the stories of nine children between
the ages of 10 months and 15 years who currently reside
in Poland, Ukraine, and the United States. The stories

of these nine children are combined with the 54 survey
accounts to show that all 63 children faced hardship
throughout their displacement.

While the research is not generalizable, it aims to cap-
ture diverse perspectives. To show how the individual
accounts relate to general trends, | incorporated into
the findings recent publications about Ukrainian refu-
gees. Particularly, I included reports from international
organizations and academic literature. Synthesizing the
original data with statistics and analyses contextualizes
the responses and reveals implications for each child’s
journey.

Findings
Life before 24 February 2022

Respondents revealed a comfortable life before the war.
Undivided families were building futures together. As
children attended school, they were developing a love

for learning. Children filled free time with art, dance, and
music lessons. They engaged in hobbies such as gym-
nastics and soccer. One new mother, Vitalina, described
her daily routine with her one-year-old son Dmytro: feed
the birds, play on their favorite swing, and visit the sea

to search for beautiful stones. Teenagers Oleksander (18
years) and Krystya (15 years) dreamed about their futures,
regularly connecting with friends, visiting museums, and
enjoying picnics in the forest.>* New mothers were over-
joyed by the births of their children: “We were so happy
because God gifted us a son for whom we were waiting 11
years,’ one mother shared.

After the full-scale invasion, life stopped. Within one
month, over 4.3 million children were uprooted from their
homes.® All mothers surveyed disclosed stories of signifi-
cant change, including the separation of families and the
loss of livelihoods. While fathers volunteered to defend
Ukraine on the frontlines, mothers searched for ways to
bring their children to safety. Children left behind their
lives at a moment’s notice without knowing whether they
would see their relatives again. Marysia’'s husband, who
is fighting on the frontlines, has only held his son for a
total of two weeks since the son's birth almost a year ago.

One mother wrote, “Sadness and tears have not left us
[since the beginning of the war]." As of 31 December 2023,
over six million Ukrainian refugees are beyond Ukraine’s
borders, and another five million are internally displaced.”

The Journey to the Host Community

All parents reported that they intended to remain in their
homes, but unbearable or dangerous conditions forced
them to leave. Ksenya (10 months), Maksym (7 years),

and their mother fled after Russian soldiers put automatic
weapons to their heads. Viktoria (2 years) and Dmytro (8
years) left because Russian soldiers patrolled the streets
drunk and harassed people in the early hours of the morn-
ing. Natalya (15 years) and her mother began their journey
after a missile landed a few meters ahead of their path
home from the grocery store. Anastasia (14 years), Mykola
(6 years), and Olena (2 years) escaped an occupied village
near Bucha® and walked 20 kilometers at night through a
forest to reach a train departing for western Ukraine.

Parents disclosed that they tried to create safe conditions
for their children, but insecurity prompted their departure.
Uriy (15 years old) and Mykola (8 years) were left homeless
because all of their city’s infrastructure was destroyed

by missiles. They spent many sleepless nights traveling
between bomb shelters without light, water, or gas before
beginning a five-day journey to the Czech Republic.
Oleksander (18 years), Krystya (15 years), and Olena (8
years) heard constant explosions outside of their home
and lived their lives out of emergency “go bags,’ anticipat-
ing the moment when danger would force them to leave.
Vladyslav (9 years), Vasylyna (6 years), and Mykyta (8
months) alternated between living in a hallway, basement,
and bathtub for four months until they secured passage to
western Ukraine by train and bus.

One mother stated that she decided to flee occupation
after she saw how Russian occupiers murdered and raped
innocent civilians in Bucha and Irpin. She could not let her
one-year-old daughter face a similar fate. Routes through
Ukraine were no longer viable due to shelling and land-
mines, so they traveled through Crimea and underwent
filtration camps.® Her family members were taken away,
interrogated, and harassed. But the mother stated that
the one-year-old daughter in her arms saved her from
detention. Even her phone, which contained patriotic
content prohibited by the Russians, was not inspected.
She described this as a “miracle,’ since searches for such
content are a routine procedure in the filtration camps. If
detained, the mother would likely have been separated
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from her child, and the child deported to the Russian Fed-
eration.® In the Russian Federation, her child would likely
be subject to political reeducation and placed in a foster
family for permanent integration into Russian society."

Respondents revealed that their journey was longer than
anticipated because they encountered countless delays.
Children who crossed international borders were sepa-
rated from their fathers, brothers, and uncles.”? If traveling
by car, families waited at checkpoints for up to a week as
soldiers scrutinized their documents.” If traveling by bus
or train, families stood in queues for days to buy tickets. In
the trains, suitcases were thrown out the window to make
room for more people. When the bus of Margarita (16
years) and Viktor (1 year) was shelled, they were forced

to spend a night in an open field. When Vitalina’s (11
years) car was shelled, she developed a hematoma which
required removal through emergency brain surgery.

During the first three
weeks of full-scale

war, one Ukrainian
child became a refugee
almost every second.”
The survey data reveals
that many children fled
their homes to avoid missile attacks or harassment by
Russian soldiers. Other children left because they could
not gain access to food or medication in the occupied
territories. But despite such challenges, respondents
revealed that strangers often offered assistance. Heart-
warming acts of kindness—such as lending a car for an
escape or volunteering homes for overnight accommoda-
tion—helped families arrive safely at the next location.

had to leave.

Adaptation to the Host Community

All parents reported difficulty adapting to the new places
of residence. However, mothers again drew attention to
the compassion of strangers. When Daria arrived at the
Polish border, she was shocked to see a nation welcom-
ing her with open arms. Strangers offered her water,
clothing, hygiene items, and even a carriage for her baby.
Others gave her a bed in which to sleep. Fortunately,
most countries in the European Union maintained an
open border policy and provided refugees with access
to housing, education, and healthcare.” But even with
such assistance, parents shared that starting a new life
in a foreign land with no money and few belongings is
difficult. Children constantly cried for family members
who remained in Ukraine or were killed during the war.

1 e, like everyone else, had a bookbag
waiting near the door for the moment we

“He wants to go home. He does not have anything here,’
the mother of Maksym (7 years) shared.

Since over 70% of adult refugees are women and over
30% of all refugees are children, securing a source of
income for mothers with dependent children is a signifi-
cant challenge.® The story shared by the mother of Sofia
(1 year) illustrates this hardship. She fled Ukraine with one
suitcase, a baby carriage, and a bag of baby food. She
settled in a small Polish village where there is no humani-
tarian assistance. She must repurchase all essential items
but has no income and depends on only 500 zlotys per
month (approximately 122 USD) from the Polish govern-
ment. She struggles to pay for rent and food. She cannot
find work because language barriers make it difficult to
communicate. At the same time, she must continue to
care for her young child.

Children who crossed
international borders
were placed in unfa-
miliar environments.
When Anton (5 years),
Bohdan (10 years),
Kyrylo (12 years), and
their siblings arrived in
a small Polish village, they could not understand anyone,
refused to accept the new life, and longed for their native
home. For Mathew (10 years) and llya (16 years), adap-
tation to a foreign language was most difficult. Reports
show that knowledge of the local language is one of the
most significant barriers to adaptation,” but also one of
the most critical for childhood development.® Fortunately,
many surveyed parents reported that their children
acclimated to the local language over time. In Poland, for
example, the first month was the hardest for Timothy (6
years) and Abramyk (3 years). But after a few weeks, they
began to speak Polish, gained new friends, and grew to
like their new residence.

While internally displaced children may not face the same
culture shocks or language barriers as those who fled to
neighboring countries, parents reported that children who
remain in Ukraine continue to feel the effects of war. Con-
sistent with internal displacement trends,° many children
who fled occupied territories or active hostilities settled

in eastern Ukraine, particularly in the neighboring oblasts
of Poltava, Zaporizhzhia, and Dnipropetrovsk. Parents
reported that children frequently hear explosions and air
raid sirens. Others are constantly on the move. Vitalina's
(11 years) home was destroyed when the Russian Feder-
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ation first invaded Ukraine in 2014. As the frontlines shift,
she relocates from one residence to the next. Never-
theless, parents observed that relocating to residences
outside of active combat zones improved the security
and well-being of their children. Mykola (6 years) could
not contain his excitement when he first saw Ukrainian
flags and no foreigners in unoccupied territory.2° Dmytro
(8 years) shouts “Slava Ukraini!” (translation: Glory to
Ukraine) at every free moment.

Despite challenges, many respondents affirmed that their
child’s safety is most important. To everything else, they
can adapt.

Confrontation with Physical or Psychological
Trauma

“What do you think it is like sitting in a hallway with a
bookbag, waiting for either a siren or the arrival of a
missile? From the age of three months, my child is afraid
of every noise. But how could she not be? Even | jump at
every little sound,’ one mother wrote. Parents disclosed
that their children fear loud noises, even if they currently
reside in safety. Children exhibit the same reaction to a
knock on the door as they do to nearby explosions. They
yell, cry, widen their eyes, and hide. One mother reported
that she tried to do everything possible to shield her
children from discomfort, but “a child cannot be sheltered
from a world turned upside down.”

Parents reported that their children suffer psychologi-
cally, citing symptoms of depression and post-traumatic
stress disorder. Several

respondents shared

stories illustrating the ## From the age of three months, my child is
afraid of every noise. But how could she not
be? Even | jump at every little sound.

physical manifesta-
tions of these impair-
ments. On Taras's

(8 years) first day of
school in the United
States, he encountered his first fire drill. Not knowing the
purpose of the alarm, he began to shake uncontrollably
and look for cover. He would not stop staring into the sky
as if anticipating something to fall from it. After reaching
Poland, Vanya (13 years) stopped eating and speaking,
losing five kilograms in a few weeks. Periodically, some-
thing triggers her, and she crouches into a ball, rocking
back and forth. lvan (11 years) rarely shows emotion. He
feels indifferent about issues that normally frustrate or
excite children. During conversations, he becomes disen-
gaged and unresponsive.

Parents reported that fathers, uncles, and other family
members were killed in the war. Katya was two months
pregnant and Larysa was seven months pregnant when
they lost their husbands. They could not describe the
unbearable pain of losing someone so dear to them.
Larysa feels that a part of her died with him. “My son will
never meet his father, ...but he will know his father, and
he will know the sacrifice his father made for him,” she
said. Many mothers shared that they experience a con-
stant, aching worry for the relatives who remain missing.
Children constantly cry for their grandparents or other
relatives who remain in Ukraine. One mother expressed
hope that a miracle would one day reunite her family:
“When we found out that the children’s uncle died, this
was the most difficult. We cried, talked, and remembered.
But we are still looking for his body. If there is no body,
there is still hope!” she wrote.

To help address trauma, mothers shared that they con-
stantly explain to their children what is happening, even
if the child is very young. Mykola (6 years) fled from
occupied territory to Zaporizhzhia but continues to hear
explosions almost every night.?’ Mykola often becomes
scared, but his mother comforts him. She says that love,
support, and trust are most important to help get him
through these moments. Mykola understands everything
that is happening. He believes that good will defeat evil
and that the future is bright. “I feel that it is difficult for
him, but he has done so well. He has grown so much even
though he is still a small boy. We are so proud of him,” his
mother shared.

In July 2022, World
Vision estimated
that over 1.5 million
children are at

risk for developing
mental health dis-
orders, but warned
that this number is
“growing daily."?? Children’s constant fear of death, injury,
separation, and displacement activates stress hormones
for prolonged periods of time which reduces neural con-
nections in the brain.z This hinders the development of
major organs and contributes to long-term psychological
impairments.?* Consequently, children face an increased
risk of developing learning and reasoning disabilities,
attachment and relationship issues, attention deficit
hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), maladaptive coping skills,
and other mental illnesses such as post-traumatic stress
disorder, depression, and anxiety.?® If left without support,
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children will suffer lifelong consequences.? Children can
avoid developing these issues with early intervention and
appropriate psychosocial support.?

However, the most significant factor that determines the
success of a child’s recovery is a stable adult presence
who can support and respond to the child’s needs.?®
Since most displaced children are accompanied by adults
who also experienced traumatic events and struggle to
cope with the consequences, Ukrainian displaced chil-
dren are less likely to receive the support they need.?®

Prospects for the Future

The United Nations High Commission for Refugees
(UNHCR) reported in July 2023 that 76% of refugees
and 82% of internally displaced persons intend to return
to Ukraine or their homes when the situation permits.*
Consistent with this trend, all respondents described their
displacement as temporary and expressed a longing to
return home. “We had no intention of leaving Ukraine.
This is our country, our land. We are waiting and praying
for the good news of victory. We cannot wait to return
home and have a restful sleep,” one mother wrote. “No
matter how nice it is here, we will absolutely return to
our dear home," another mother disclosed. One family
detailed their plans to return to Ukraine to visit relatives
and the graves of loved ones, even as the war continues.
Two parents stated that it is difficult to plan for the future
because their homes are in ruins. At the moment, their
priority is the safety and well-being of their children.

Several parents revealed that they feel shame and guilt
for fleeing Ukraine, but they constantly search for ways to
help those who remain. They send protective equipment
to husbands, fathers, brothers, and friends fighting in

the war. They donate to grassroots efforts that provide
medical or other supplies to the frontlines. One mother
regularly organizes collections for women with young
children who continue to reside in her home city. She
recognizes that every donation makes a difference, even
if it is only enough to buy a few diapers. She added that
every Ukrainian feels a duty to help, no matter how much
they need it themselves.”

As of October 2023, the United Nations International Chil-
dren’s Emergency Fund (UNICEF) reports that Ukrainian
refugees are facing an increasing number of challenges,
including high living costs, access to public resources,
and integration into host communities.® Many refugees
rely on the support of host governments.®® While these

countries continue to accommodate them, the protracted
nature of the war has put substantial pressure on existing
social systems.?* Some indicators suggest that support
for hosting refugees is wavering.*® If protection measures
decrease, children risk falling into poverty.*® Without
support and integration, children are unlikely to receive
the education, socialization, and psychological support
they need.¥”

I This js not our home, and it never

will be.

Discussion

Children living in Ukraine prior to the 2022 full-scale inva-
sion experienced a normal childhood. They engaged in
ordinary day-to-day activities: attending school, reading
books, playing sports, going for walks to the beach, and
spending time with loved ones. Although life was not
always ideal, each parent longed for a return to these
days. The 24th of February 2022 marked an unforgettable
change. Each child'’s life would never be the same.

Parents revealed that they did everything in their power
to remain at home until it was impossible to do so. At the
beginning of the full-scale invasion, children relocated

to bomb shelters or safer spaces such as corridors and
bathrooms. Most families decided to flee when their
security was directly threatened: assaults or harassment
by the Russian Armed Forces, destruction of homes, an
inability to access food or life-saving medication. The
journey to a safer location required several forms of trans-
portation and lasted many days. During transit, children
slept outside or in the homes of benevolent strangers.
Many parents revealed that their car or bus was shelled
while attempting to flee.

Adaptation to new residences was difficult for most
children, but parents reported improvement after a few
weeks. Language barriers and cultural differences were
significant, but children acclimated to the new way of

life. They gained new friends and started school. Parents
were happy that their children were safe, and this made
the children feel more at ease. Unfortunately, parents who
fled with few belongings and no family abroad admitted
to difficult financial situations. A few respondents dis-
closed that, outside of large cities, there is no humanitar-
lan assistance. One mother revealed that it was especially
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difficult for single mothers to simultaneously care for
children, surpass language barriers, and work to afford
necessities.

Parents disclosed that their children suffer from sig-
nificant psychological trauma, including symptoms

of post-traumatic stress disorder and depression. A
common consequence is a fear of loud noises, even

if the child currently resides in safety. Many children
experienced traumatizing events, such as assaults by the
Russian military or the killing of family members. Parents
tried their best to help the children through these difficult
moments using explanations, physical embraces, and
comfort. Parents revealed that this helps bring temporary
calm. Fortunately, no parent surveyed reported that their
child was injured directly by shelling or a missile. For this,
many parents expressed immense gratitude.

Regarding prospects for the future, all parents disclosed
a preference for returning to Ukraine. This, they said, was
where their lives were, where their family resided, and
where they belonged. They acknowledged that life in
new countries was nice, but this was not their home. One
parent expressed an intent to return to Ukraine during
the war to visit relatives and the graves of loved ones.
Two parents expressed difficulty in planning for the future
because their homes are in ruins, and they prioritize only
the well-being of their child. Otherwise, parents want

to be reunited with their old lives and cannot wait until
Ukraine's victory allows them to do so.

Conclusion

The Russian Federation's war in Ukraine has devastated
the lives of an entire generation. This research showed
that no part of a Ukrainian child'’s life was left untouched:
his or her security threatened; parents killed; homes or
cities destroyed; friends scattered all over the world;
education disrupted; access to food, water, healthcare,
and other necessities lost. It is unclear when Ukrainian
children will return to a sense of normalcy, but a difficult
road lies ahead. They will likely carry these traumatic
experiences for the rest of their lives.

War is not a child’s fault, but children are forced to suffer
its consequences. To alleviate the suffering of Ukrainian
displaced children and help ensure that future genera-

tions do not face a similar war-torn fate, national govern-
ments can:

Continue supporting Ukrainian families. Many coun-
tries around the world generously welcomed Ukrainian
children into local communities and provided much-
needed humanitarian assistance. But Ukrainian chil-
dren and their families continue to need safe spaces,
structured support systems, mental health services, and
guidance with foreign language acquisition. As the war
drags on, the cost of these programs is mounting.

National governments must continue funding existing
programs, but they can offset costs by enacting policies
that integrate Ukrainian adult refugees into the labor
market. Expanding each country’s labor force will boost
economic growth, increase tax revenue, ease labor
shortages, and augment consumption.®® In fact, estimates
show that Ukrainian refugees can grow Europe's labor
force by 0.6%.>° Given that most Ukrainian refugees

are educated single mothers with dependent children,
national governments should adopt policies favorable
to this demographic, including affordable care services,
language training, recognition of qualifications, and job
matching.*

Continue supporting Ukraine’s victory. Displaced
children cannot return to normalcy until the Russian
Federation ends its volitional war in Ukraine. Anything
but steadfast support for Ukraine's victory signals: (1) the
use of force for territorial gain is acceptable; (2) powerful
countries can topple smaller ones; (3) serious violations
of international law are permissible. Consequently, auto-
cratic leaders will use force for geopolitical gain. Sooner
or later, the consequences will be felt across the globe.

To help displaced children return home, governments
must support Ukraine’s inherent right to self-defense
against Russian aggression. This includes providing
military and financial assistance to Ukraine and holding
the Russian Federation accountable for its violations

of international law. By doing so, Ukraine will continue
to protect its sovereignty and territorial integrity. At the
same time, the international community will signal that
aggression is not tolerated in the post-World War Il order.
The sooner Ukraine can welcome its children home, the
sooner it can help them rebuild their lives.
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