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The Russia-Ukraine crisis has been at the center of international talks since early 2022. This conflict, bursting
after the sanitary crisis of the covid 19 pandemic, creates an atmosphere of uncertainty and instability, which
negatively impacts many aspects, including mental health. Young Ukrainians have been suffering from socio-
political instability for decades, and the current war, together with the Covid 19 pandemic, shatters hopes of
brighter days. This commentary covers the challenges facing the younger generation in Ukraine and the impact

of this situation on their mental health.

1. Introduction

The Russian-Ukrainian conflict started in February 2014 following
the Ukrainian Revolution of Dignity which focused on Crimea and parts
of the Donbas. The Russians have succeeded in annexing Crimea, but the
fight in Donbas is still ongoing. By the end of 2021, thousands of Russian
personnel and military equipment started massing on Russia-Ukraine
border. The conflict escalated when the Russian president decided to
start a large-scale invasion of Ukraine on February 24, 2022.
Throughout history, Armed conflicts have had catastrophic impacts on
the well-being of nations [25]. Among these effects are long-term
physical and psychological harm to children and adults. There are a
lot of studies of the general population that show an increase in mental
problems’ incidence and prevalence due to wars. Women and children
are the most vulnerable groups [1]. Research s also shown that such
tough experiences could lead to severe consequences, including PTSD,
depression and anxiety [2]. The Russian-Ukrainian crisis seems to play a
magnifying effect with the pandemic on the health of Ukrainians,

especially mental [25]. Knowing that the health care system in Ukraine
was substantial but somehow fragile. And in the middle of the ongoing
COVID-19 pandemic, which has already put health systems and health
care workers under enormous pressure, such attacks have the potential
to be even more catastrophic for Ukraine. An estimated 157 attacks on
health care facilities were recorded by SURVEILLANCE SYSTEM FOR
ATTACKS ON HEALTH CARE (SSA) by the end of April 2022. According
to the world health organization (WHO), the attacks on vital health
infrastructure prevent many from having access to health services
despite the urgent needs. As of now, over 5 million Ukrainians have fled
their homes, cities, and jobs for safety in Poland and other European
countries. Pictures show Ukrainian young huddled together on benches,
fear in their eyes and a billion thoughts in their heads, looking at their
parent’s faces who are constantly wishing the next missile doesn’t hit
their child. The effect of this trauma is not limited to people who
experienced it, but also it can be transferred from parents to their future
children via subtle but heritable shifts to the genome [3]. The aim of this
commentary is to highlight the harsh impacts of the Russian-Ukrainian
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conflict on the young population of Ukraine and urge mental health
advocates to take serious and immediate actions to buffer these effects
(see Figs. 1 and 2).

2. Challenges facing young people in Ukraine — Russia crisis
during COVID-19

The Russian invasion had drastic negative effects on the Ukrainian
health system. The health care system of Ukraine is functioning at a
reduced capacity [4]. On the one hand, the continuous attacks of
Russian forces on Ukrainian hospitals and other health facilities
increased the prevalence of diseases [4]. On the other hand, the reduced
supply of food and water threatens the vital infrastructure. Moreover,
more than 4 million people had to flee Ukraine as of today, including
health professionals [5], these people were left in need of shelter to
escape the vicious attacks. Therefore, they were forced to live in over-
crowded areas which lack hygiene and health measurements. This
eventually usher to strike in COVID-19 cases, to mean that those situa-
tions cause an increase in the number of COVID-19 cases. Also, the
country’s concern shifted to the war leading to shortage in health
products. This adds to the critality of Ukraine’s health system. Many
believe that the impacts of Covid-19 were felt more deeply in
resource-limited countries that suffer from less established health-care
systems [6,18-24]. This is becoming the case in Ukraine.

Nowadays, the prevention of Covid-19 relies on social distancing,
hygiene, isolation and quarantine, and the fact that none of these
measures can be achieved because of the ongoing war, the rate of people
at higher risk for serious complications of Covid-19 is increasing
dramatically leading to high rates of illness and death cases. The current
vaccination rate in Ukraine is less than 40% [7]. This means that the rest
60% of the population, are susceptible to developing serious complica-
tions if infected. Therefore, Ukraine is struggling with the covid
pandemic more than ever. Moreover, in Ukraine a polio outbreak started
in October 2021 due to the low immunization rates among the popu-
lation [8]. A catch-up immunization campaign was started on February
1, 2022. However, it was cut short because of the invasion that started
shortly after on the 24th of February. Hence, the campaign could not
reach its target. Shortly before the beginning of the invasion on Feb
10th, Ukraine reported their highest daily corona cases, where it
reached 37,000 cases. More than a million cases out of the 5 million
cases were reported in 2022 alone. Thus, the war started simultaneously
as COVID cases were striking an all-time high. Nowadays, it’s not clear
how many COVID cases and deaths are there in Ukraine since they were
forced to slowly cut collecting data until it stopped completely. This
further illustrates the condemning situation over there, COVID cases are
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Fig. 2. Model representing strategies to improve mental health during the
Ukraine-Russia crisis [14-17].

ignored, causing more death and health issues [9].

Considering the situation, the challenges facing young people in
Ukraine during the Ukraine-Russia crisis are increasing because of the
current Covid-19 pandemic. Armament of young men puts them in
riskier and unhealthy areas. Even if their immune systems are strong,
their collective action poses them a threat. Young women are living in
overcrowded shelters. Young people are more vulnerable when fleeing
because of the disruption of protective social networks and the loss of
access to healthcare [10]. Due to reduced access to health services and
supplies, reduced immunization and testing rates threaten public health
for infectious disease and non-communicable diseases.

3. Impacts of Ukraine — Russia crisis on mental health of
Ukrainian young people

Ukraine has been in a war with Russia since 2014, and this continued
conflict has led to a variant mental health crisis among Ukrainian young
people. Although the Ukraine-Russia crisis has received enormous
attention from all over the world, the resulting mental health crisis
among young Ukrainian people wasn’t given special consideration.
Several studies have shown an increased level of psychological

Ukraine — Russia Crisis and its impacts on the mental health of Ukrainian
young people during the COVID-19 Pandemic
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Fig. 1. Ukraine — Russia Crisis and its impacts on the mental health of Ukrainian young people during the COVID-19 Pandemic [11,12,16,17].
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problems, such as Post-traumatic stress disorders (PTSD), depression
and anxiety disorders. During the war, Ukrainian young people have
suffered from exposure to abuse and violence and the loss of their closest
friends and family members. This results in severe amounts of psycho-
logical trauma [11,12].

The World health organization (WHO) mental health surveys stated
that the recovery from Post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) during the
war is slow, meaning that the mental health problems among Ukrainian
youth could last for a long time, and it needs time and effort to be solved.
Although, the recent Ukraine-Russia crisis represents a very severe
escalation in fighting. The cumulative impact of war on mental health
and displacement will predispose Ukrainian young people to more sig-
nificant mental health outcomes [13].

The United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF), together with the
Ministry of Education and Science of Ukraine, the Ukrainian Institute of
Cognitive Behavioral Therapy and the ALL-Ukrainian Public Center
have launched a project called (PROUCH) which is mental health sup-
port group targeting the negatively impacted youth & parents by the war
in Ukraine. The project offers free physical and online zoom sessions
under the supervision of professional psychologists and specialists about
how to deal with psychological challenges during wars and national
conflicts. Participants have the opportunity to share their fears, anxious
thoughts and worries about war, and they also learn how to heal
themselves, their family and friends. Therefore, they learn how to adapt
to living in war situations and how to plan their lives accordingly [13].

4. Recommendations

1

—

Educate about self-recognition of symptoms of mental health disor-
ders and overcome the social and linguistic barriers to access mental
health services. This can be done through various approaches,
including-evidence-based virtual self-help interventions involving
coping techniques like cognitive-behavioural therapy [14,27]; and
enhancing awareness through person-centered and
community-driven strategies tailored to the pandemic and
war-related concerns.

Ensure provision of services for the wellbeing and augment safe,
socially acceptable basic services to protect the dignity of people
with the help of local support groups, non-governmental agencies,
international coordination, and collaborative mechanisms *°. Prior-
ity should be given to providing quality and continuity of care to the
populations with pre-existing mental health conditions, chronic
diseases, financially unstable groups, and those with limited access
to health care.

3) Strengthen the capacity to ensure screening for mental health dis-
eases at emergency care visits and primary care health facilities [26,
27]- Expand the diversification and training of the mental health
workforce across sectors and utilize transcultural approaches to
enhance the assessment and provide high-quality health care to the
refugees and immigrant populations [16]. Focus on providing psy-
chological first aid and personalized care to vulnerable populations
and increasing the workforce to prevent major complications and
suicidal tendencies.

Enhance the capacity to provide specialized services by mental
health professionals beyond the scope of support groups and primary
care providers in an appropriate, accurate timely manner. Rising
levels of stress and emotional trauma overwhelm and create an
enormous burden on mental health professionals and would need
strong support from colleagues from other parts of the world to treat
and rehabilitate war victims.

Nonetheless, utilize the growing telepsychiatry to fill the voids
created in the health care by the pandemic and war. Remote services
play a crucial role in crisis triage and alleviate the pressure on
overburdened health systems in war conflicts [17].

2

—

4

-

5

—

Considering all, the Right to mental health should not be neglected at

Annals of Medicine and Surgery 79 (2022) 104033

any cost and it should become an utmost priority as not only the acute
psychological trauma is a threat amidst the war and pandemic but can
also have long term consequences on the overall health of people. Psy-
chosocial services and support should be expanded and improved as
mental health problems affect at an individual level and lead to drastic
negative impacts on the younger generations.

5. Conclusion

The cumulative effect of the Covid 19 pandemic and the Russian
invasion of Ukraine resulted in a surge of mental health disorders —
including anxiety, PTSD, depression, reduction in mental healthcare-
seeking behavior, substance use disorders, and disruptive behavioral
and impulse disorders. Often, mental health is overlooked in Ukraine
due to the social stigma and taboos, yet more during the state of war and
pandemics.

This highlights the need to ramp up vital assistance to proactive and
preventive care for the new mental health needs and interventions to
improve access to care for existing and rising mental health conditions.
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