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ABSTRACT

One widely popular topic of research for many adolescent psychologists is examining the field of 
war trauma in adolescents in nations in active conflict, and the effects of war on the psychological and 
developmental welfare of adolescents in different contexts. The aim of this synthesized, narrative review 
is to analyze studies of war-related stressors on adolescents’ psychological health in the Ukrainian and 
Syrian contexts to map the pathways from how structural collapse, environmental trauma, and social 
stressors contribute to certain mental health outcomes. In this sense, the paper aims to make a further 
contribution to the array of studies comparing the adolescents’ welfare from different psychological 
factors, while also addressing an underexplored intersection by maintaining an exclusive focus on 
comparing the mental welfare of adolescents in the Ukrainian and Syrian contexts. I conclude that war 
profoundly disrupts adolescence for Ukrainian and Syrian youth by dismantling essential developmental 
and social support structures; however, addressing trauma requires more than clinical treatment alone. 
Therefore, comprehensive interventions that rebuild educational, social, and psychological structures 
are crucial to fostering resilience and supporting healthy transitions to adulthood.
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INTRODUCTION

Some of the most lasting, severe trauma a human can 
experience involves witnessing violence, particularly 
during childhood (1, 2). In recent years, the escalation 
of the Russo-Ukrainian conflict into a full-scale 
invasion by Russia has catalyzed a wave of research 

efforts focused on the mental health outcomes of youth 
exposed to warfare. Similarly, earlier studies conducted 
in Syria, within the context of the decade-long Syrian 
civil war, also examined this topic. While much of 
the existing research has explored the prevalence of 
post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), depression, and 
anxiety among child survivors, recent evidence has 
emerged suggesting that these clinical factors are shaped 
by exposure to conflict; however, outcomes depend on 
a unique combination of psychosocial, structural, and 
environmental factors. 

This narrative review systematically evaluates and 
compares psychological war-related trauma in Ukrainian 
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and Syrian children and adolescents, individuals 
ranging in age from 10 to 19 years old. In doing so, 
it examines peer-reviewed studies, meta-analyses, field 
reports, and news articles to highlight how intersecting 
stressors contribute to the clinical profiles that have 
been observed in war-affected youth. The review 
ultimately seeks to move beyond generalized models 
of trauma to identify a commonly understudied pattern: 
that war-affected children experience a psychological 
trajectory shaped by modern, technologically mediated, 
and structurally unique conditions, beyond merely war 
exposure.

By identifying the significant ways in which trauma 
responses are shaped by regional, temporal, and 
socio-cultural factors, this review seeks a recalibrated 
framework for interpreting war-related psychological 
outcomes in children. Such a framework can enhance 
clinical assessment and policy development and also 
facilitate the design of targeted interventions aligned 
with the specific lived experiences of Ukrainian and 
Syrian youth.

STRUCTURAL DISRUPTIONS TO 
ADOLESCENT DEVELOPMENT

War-affected adolescents in both Ukraine and Syria 
face profound structural disruptions that negatively 
impact their psychological well-being. Displacement, 
disrupted education, and the collapse of healthcare and 
community infrastructure strip these youths of essential 
supports, creating vulnerabilities to trauma symptoms, 
anxiety, and depression. For instance, both Ukrainian 
and Syrian adolescents experience disrupted schooling, 
which research links to diminished emotional regulation, 
developmental derailment, and loss of future orientation 
(3, 4). Additionally, the loss of stable family attachment 
figures exacerbates risks for depression and post-
traumatic stress disorder (5, 6). Both populations have 
been shown to suffer from elevated PTSD prevalence, 
anxiety, and learned helplessness as a consequence 
of prolonged exposure to traumatic stressors and 
deprivation (5).

The destruction of safe communal environments 
further unites the experiences of these adolescents. 
Children in war zones, whether in Ukrainian cities or 
Syrian towns like Aleppo and Homs, report intrusive 
memories and dreams involving destroyed homes, 
schools, and familiar neighborhoods, underscoring 
how the loss of place destabilizes identity (7, 8). The 
absence of community resources such as parks, cultural 

centers, and sports facilities erodes collective coping 
mechanisms critical for resilience and social integration 
in adolescence (9, 10). Together, these forces deprive 
war-affected youth of the normal social roles and 
developmental platforms necessary for healthy growth, 
fueling cycles of psychological instability and risk of 
chronic mental health disorders (13, 6).

While Ukrainian and Syrian adolescents share many 
psychological stressors related to war, their experiences 
diverge notably due to differences in displacement 
patterns and cultural contexts. Ukrainian youth often 
face acute, rapid displacement, frequently crossing 
international borders into European countries, where 
they confront language barriers, xenophobia, and fears 
of deportation (12). In contrast, Syrian adolescents 
endure prolonged and repetitive displacement primarily 
within and nearby their country, often residing in 
protracted refugee camps or urban host communities, 
leading to extended exposure to deprivation and social 
uncertainty (5). This chronic displacement in Syria 
is further complicated by cultural coping mechanisms 
such as child marriage, which is much less prevalent 
in Ukraine, and can compound long-term psychosocial 
harm, especially among adolescent girls (13).

Another key difference lies in exposure to digital 
trauma. Ukrainian adolescents experience war not 
only through direct physical threats but also via 
constant access to social media, livestreaming, and 
algorithmically amplified violent content, which 
intensifies vicarious traumatization and emotional 
dysregulation (7). In contrast, Syrian adolescents, 
especially in earlier years of conflict, have had limited 
digital access, with war-related information harder to 
access in real-time and often mediated through delayed 
or controlled narratives (14). This divergence means 
Ukrainian adolescents may face amplified chronic stress 
and hypervigilance linked to persistent digital exposure, 
while Syrian youth’s trauma is shaped more by direct 
violence and longstanding insecurity (15, 16) (Table 1).

ENVIRONMENTAL & EXPERIENTIAL 
STRESSORS

 
In addition to the destruction of structural factors that 
promote well-being, the experiential harms of warfare 
exert a substantial toll on adolescents in both Ukraine 
and Syria. Environmental factors, including exposure 
to missile attacks, drone attacks, and sirens, directly 
affect the safety and mental health of young people, 
disrupting cognition and emotional regulation. This 
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shared exposure elevates stress responses and mental 
health challenges such as hypervigilance and anxiety 
(5). Across both conflicts, adolescents live under 
persistent threat, which contributes to challenges like 
difficulties in sleep, attention, and social functioning (6). 
These experiential stressors compound the structural 
adversities, amplifying trauma symptoms beyond 
physical danger alone.

Furthermore, the damage to safe communal 
environments undermines important social and cultural 
coping mechanisms. In both Ukrainian and Syrian 
settings, the loss of familiar spaces such as homes, 
parks, and schools, and the fracturing of peer networks, 
exacerbates isolation and post-traumatic stress (7, 8). 
Adolescents in both wars face a profound sense of 
disrupted identity and diminished resilience as their 
connection to community and normal life routines 
deteriorate, a phenomenon consistently linked to 
higher rates of depression, anxiety, and trauma-related 
disorders (9, 10).

A key experiential difference lies in the digital 
dimension of war trauma, which distinctly affects 
Ukrainian adolescents to a greater extent than Syrian 
youth. Ukrainian adolescents have been exposed to 
war both directly and virtually through pervasive 
access to social media platforms, messaging apps, and 

livestreamed news broadcasts. This constant digital 
consumption of violent content, measured through 
instruments like the CRIES-13, correlates with trauma 
levels comparable to those with direct physical 
exposure to violence (17, 7). The personalized and 
algorithmically amplified nature of digital content 
creates feedback loops of fear and graphic imagery, 
complicating recovery and increasing anxiety and 
dissociation (15, 16).

Conversely, Syrian adolescents, particularly during 
the earlier phases of their conflict, had limited digital 
connectivity and were more likely to receive news 
through delayed family reports or controlled media, 
reducing exposure to real-time digital trauma (14). 
This digital divide means Syrian youth experience 
trauma more heavily through direct violence, chronic 
insecurity, and long-term displacement rather than 
virtual re-traumatization. Additionally, digital social 
media’s role in Ukrainian adolescents’ identity 
formation may compound depressive symptoms via 
upward social comparisons during crises, a mechanism 
less documented among Syrian war-affected youth 
(18). Accordingly, digital penetration emerges as 
an environmental determinant that qualitatively 
distinguishes the psychological trajectories between 
these two adolescent populations (19).

Table 1. Conflict-Induced Disruptions and Mental Health Outcomes Among Adolescents

Disruption Domain Disruption Scenarios Adolescents in 
Ukraine

Adolescents in 
Syria

Structural Disruptions Mass Displacement 1.7-2 Million 7.2-7.5 Million
Educational Disruption 4.6-5 Million 2-2.4 Million
Loss of Family &Community 7± Million 6-8 Million

Environmental Induced Experiential Disruptions Exposure to Conflict 2.2± Million 6.75± Million
Digital Trauma 6-7+ Million 4-5 Million
Loss of Familial Figures 1.5± Million 1± Million

Psychosocial Disruptions Fractured Family Structures 2-3 Million 5.3± Million
Absence of Caregivers 17-20 K >6 Million
Cultural/Masculinity Norms 3.5-3.9 Million 2-3 Million

Clinical Disruptions PTSD Prevalence 2.1± Million 1.8± Million
Sexual/Gender Based Violence 20± K 200-500 K
Disrupted Sleep/Hypervigilance 600 K 2.3-5 Million

The table summarizes the estimated numbers of Ukrainian and Syrian adolescents affected by conflict disruptions across key 
domains. Values are approximate; M = million, K = thousand, ± = estimated.
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PSYCHOSOCIAL AND SOCIAL 
CONSEQUENCES

 
Psychosocial factors such as family dynamics, peer 
relationships, cultural expectations, and access to 
support networks significantly influence the mental 
health outcomes of adolescents affected by conflict in 
both Ukraine and Syria. In both contexts, the disruption 
of family structures has been a major cause of trauma. 
Many adolescents face caregiver loss, whether through 
conscription, evacuation, or death, producing attachment 
insecurity and ambiguous loss, where children struggle 
with the uncertainty about the fate of loved ones (20, 
21, 22). Such disruptions often force adolescents into 
premature protective or caregiving roles, increasing 
their stress and emotional burden (23, 25). These 
psychosocial strains create recurring cycles of hope 
and grief that negatively impact emotional stability and 
heighten vulnerability to internalizing and externalizing 
psychopathology (24).

Moreover, both populations display elevated 
rates of depression, anxiety, and PTSD linked to 
traumatic war exposure, family fragmentation, and 
social isolation (5, 6). The breakdown of peer and 
community networks further exacerbates these mental 
health challenges, creating environments where 
adolescents lack adequate psychosocial support and 
coping mechanisms. Cultural frameworks around 
family stability and gender roles significantly shape 
how adolescents interpret trauma and whether they 
seek psychological assistance, but in both Syria and 
Ukraine, fractured family systems remain decisive 
determinants of trauma trajectories.

Despite these parallels, important differences in 
psychosocial experiences emerge between Ukrainian 
and Syrian adolescents. For instance, Ukrainian youth 
have faced relatively abrupt and large-scale family 
disruptions due to the full-scale invasion, leading to 
rapid changes in caregiving roles especially among 
boys, who experience amplified stress under dominant 
masculine norms that discourage emotional expression 
(23, 24). In contrast, Syrian adolescents often endure 
chronic displacement, with family separation extending 
over longer periods and resulting in destabilizing 
cultural and economic impacts such as the rise of child 
marriage as a coping strategy among displaced families 
(13). This practice, more prevalent in Syria, correlates 
with higher rates of depression, social withdrawal, and 
identity disruption among adolescent girls (5).

Additionally, boys and girls in Syrian settings 

frequently navigate severe psychosocial stress stemming 
from prolonged violence and lack of stable parental 
figures, manifesting in feelings of guilt, neglect, and 
loneliness (25). The chronic nature of these stressors 
contrasts with the relatively more immediate but 
intense psychosocial shocks faced by many Ukrainian 
adolescents. These differences necessitate culturally 
responsive interventions that account for the differing 
temporal and contextual psychosocial realities of 
adolescents affected by these distinct wars.

MECHANISMS MEDIATING THE IMPACT 
OF CONFLICT ON ADOLESCENT MENTAL 
HEALTH

Mediating variables clarify the processes through 
which structural, environmental, and social disruptions 
might affect children’s psychological health. They 
often serve as potential pathways by which conflict 
experiences are translated into mental health outcomes.

Sexual and Gender-Based Violence
Sexual and gender-based violence (SGBV) is 

one such pathway. It is a an often underreported but 
profound variable found in many studies. Survivors, 
particularly adolescent girls, frequently experience 
complex PTSD, dissociation, and chronic shame (26). 
Cultural frameworks that link sexual purity to family 
honor exacerbate these effects, leading survivors to 
internalize blame or remain silent (27). Even indirect 
exposure, such as hearing of peers’ or relatives’ 
victimization, has been shown to produce secondary 
trauma, reinforcing community-wide distress (11, 28). 
Male survivors face an additional layer of pressure, as 
taboos surrounding masculinity discourage disclosure 
and help-seeking (29). In these ways, sexual and gender 
based violence mediates trauma by disrupting bodily 
autonomy, trust in others, and cultural belonging. 

Disrupted Sleep and Nighttime Hypervigilance
Disrupted sleep and nighttime hypervigilance 

provide another mediating mechanism. Conflict zones 
in both Ukraine and Syria are marked by nighttime 
shelling, blackouts, and sirens, repeatedly activating 
children’s amygdalae (the brain’s well-established threat 
center) and preventing restorative rapid eye movement 
(REM) sleep (30). Syrian refugee studies confirm that 
sleep disturbance is among the strongest predictors of 
PTSD symptoms (31). Because REM sleep is central 
to memory consolidation and emotional regulation, 
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its disruption creates a vicious cycle: trauma impairs 
sleep, and poor sleep intensifies trauma. Over time, this 
mechanism impairs concentration, heightens anxiety, 
and fuels aggression, ensuring that even when external 
violence subsides, children’s nervous systems remain 
locked in states of vigilance and nervousness.

Premature Role Assumption and Forced Child Labor
A third pathway is forced child labor and premature 

role assumption. Displacement and economic collapse 
drive families to push children into informal labor 
markets, stripping them of school, play, and identity 
development (32). Children internalize survival roles 
at the expense of normal emotional growth, leading to 
stress, performance anxiety, and diminished self-worth 
(6). This labor dynamic restructures family relationships, 
as parents may become overly dependent on their 
children, reinforcing the suppression of emotional 
needs. The outcome is a deep-rooted psychological 
burden carried forward into adulthood observed in both 
the Russo-Ukrainian War and the Syrian Civil War.

Erosion of Aspirational Identity and Future 
Orientation

Finally, the erosion of aspirational identity and future 
orientation could operate as a mediating cognitive 
mechanism linking war to reduced mental health. 
Research demonstrates that diminished perceived 
control over the future magnifies the psychological 
toll of stress. Both Ukrainian and Syrian adolescents 
repeatedly express hopelessness and futility about their 
futures. In an interview of adolescent teens from both 
Ukrainian and Syrian contexts, Ukrainian teenager 
Polina describes of adult life as “terrifying” as she lives 
under fear in a war torn nation, while Syrian adolescent 
Nada says that “our future became all about war” while 
being a refugee in another country, exemplifying how 
conflict strips adolescents of agency, identity, and hope 
(33, 13). In turn, this hopelessness reduces resilience 
and accelerates cognitive decline, intensifying conflict-
related trauma beyond immediate circumstances.

MODERATING INFLUENCES ON TRAUMA 
OUTCOMES

In contrast to mediating mechanisms, moderating 
mechanisms determine when and for whom war’s 
psychological impacts manifest most severely. These 
include gender norms, cultural expectations, and the 
structural contexts of displacement.

Gender Norms and Cultural Scripts
Gender norms and cultural scripts significantly 

moderate outcomes. In Ukraine, boys tend to embody 
fortitude and self-reliance, traits that inhibit help-
seeking, while girls are comparatively more open to 
mental health support (33). This divergence leads to 
under-addressed trauma in boys, masked by outward 
restraint. In Syria, gendered cultural expectations create 
different risks: families may resort to early marriage 
for girls, exposing them to gender-based violence 
and long-term psychological distress, while boys 
endure normalized violence and forced separations 
from fathers (29). The result is distinct psychological 
trajectories, suppressed grief in boys, depression, and 
isolation in girls, which are both similarly damaging but 
contextually different.

Cultural Frameworks of Honor and Shame
Cultural frameworks of honor and shame further 

moderate trauma outcomes, as previously mentioned, 
especially in cases of sexual, gender based violence. 
In collectivist societies like both Ukraine and Syria, 
victims may be silenced by fear of dishonor, while boys’ 
suffering is erased by expectations of toughness (29). 
This cultural overlay does not change the existence of 
trauma but amplifies its severity, ensuring that stigma 
compounds suffering.

Displacement Context
Finally, displacement context acts as a moderator. 

Internally displaced Ukrainian children often struggle 
with overcrowded, insecure shelters and disrupted 
schooling, while Syrian children in host countries may 
face xenophobia or cultural alienation (11, 34). These 
contextual differences shape whether trauma manifests 
primarily as hypervigilance and insecurity in temporary 
camps or as loneliness and identity conflict in diaspora 
settings (Figure 1).

CONCLUSION

The analysis of Ukrainian and Syrian adolescents 
reveals a shared and underexplored dynamic: war disrupts 
isolated traumatic events while also systematically 
eroding adolescence as a unique developmental stage. 
Conflict transforms what should be a period of growth, 
exploration, and identity formation into one marked 
by premature responsibilities and survival. Structural 
deprivation, including food insecurity, disrupted 
schooling, and collapsed community infrastructure, 
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strips away supports essential for normal development. 
Environmental exposures and psychosocial pressures 
further compound this disruption, reinforcing forced 
adult roles in the absence of adequate coping systems. 
This pattern suggests that the core psychological 
damage extends beyond typical diagnoses like PTSD or 
depression to include the profound loss of adolescence 
as a protected transition phase, accelerating cognitive 
and emotional challenges.

Building on this, my suggestion would be for 
researchers to recognize that practical interventions 
must move beyond symptom treatment to reconstruct 
developmental frameworks, including education 
restoration, family stability, and peer support 
mechanisms. Additionally, policymakers should 
prioritize addressing both direct and digital trauma, 
which differently shape psychological outcomes in 
these contexts. Future research is recommended to 
explore the long-term effects of digital trauma exposure, 
gendered experiences of conflict, and longitudinal 
developmental trajectories to inform cultural and age-
appropriate interventions. Theoretically, this review 
contributes to an expanded understanding of how war 
reshapes developmental timing itself, underscoring 
adolescence as a critical and vulnerable window that 
requires dedicated scholarly and practical attention.
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