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Abstract

Relevance. In the context of war, the number of widows and widowers in Ukraine
is steadily increasing; however, the issue of adaptation to widowhood remains largely
unexplored in Ukrainian academic research. International studies on widowhood mostly
focus on elderly people, addressing the role of financial challenges and mental health
issues among widows and widowers. However, we have found no research examining
widowhood at a young age, which is characteristic of many contemporary Ukrainian
widows of fallen soldiers.

The purpose of this paper is to present the theoretical and practical aspects of the
issue of widowhood in wartime.

Methodology. The author applied the following theoretical research methods:
analysis of scientific sources, systems analysis, synthesis, generalization of theoretical
and practical observations, along with classification and specification.

Results. Widowhood brings about numerous economic, social, and psychological
challenges, especially within the first year or so following the spouse’s death. A woman
who has lost her husband undergoes a process of grieving and adaptation that affects
all areas of her life. The experience of loss has a specific trajectory, with four primary
tasks that need to be addressed during grief: (1) acknowledging the loss; (2) openly
experiencing and expressing feelings; (3) developing skills to act independently in areas
of life where the deceased had significant influence; and (4) forming new emotional
connections.

Conclusions. Key factors in adapting to widowhood and processing grief include
the individual psychological characteristics of the woman and the nature of her
relationship with her partner. The primary stages of working with widows encompass
three phases: the first is individualized psychological support during acute grief; the
second is individualized support as the woman transitions out of the acute phase; and
the third phase involves group psychological work with women who have moved
through acute grief, stabilized, and are ready to engage in mutual support groups with
other widows.

Keywords: grief, grieving, adaptation to widowhood, widow, post-traumatic
growth.
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Relevance

In Ukraine, the war has led to a daily increase in the number of widows. However,
despite this, the issue of psychological characteristics, mental health, the grieving
process, and therapeutic interventions for widows remains largely unexplored in
Ukrainian academic research. The number of Ukrainian studies on this topic is so
limited that it is nearly nonexistent.

Meanwhile, international psychological research continues to examine the mental
health and well-being of widows and widowers (Carr, 2009; DiGiacomo et al., 2013;
Onrust et al., 2006; Zisook et al., 1991; King et al., 2019), various factors affecting their
condition (Sasson et al., 2014; Dabergott, 2021; Somhlaba et al., 2008; Carr, 2009), as
well as social and socio-psychological aspects (Scannell-Desch, 2003; Trivedi et al.,
2009; Dabergott, 2021; Srivastava, 2021; Schmitz, 2021; O'Rourke, 2004), among
others.

The present paper aims to study the widows of Ukrainian soldiers — women who
have lost their husbands to war — as they represent one of the most psychologically
challenging categories for both research and therapeutic interventions.

We will give some grounds why the present research focuses on women. Statistics
from various countries indicate that women are more likely to become widows than
men. This is due to differences in average life expectancy, health, resilience, lifestyle,
and other factors. Furthermore, studies suggest that widowhood has a more significant
impact on women’s mental health, while men generally adapt to it more easily
(Fasoranti et al., 2007).

Let us specify, why we focus on the widows of Ukrainian soldiers. First, the issue of
their adaptation in our challenging circumstances is of utmost relevance. Second, this
category of widows is notably younger, as most existing research addresses elderly
individuals coping with the loss of a spouse. In wartime, widowhood also affects young
women, which we believe significantly influences their experience of grief and
adaptation. Many young women, particularly those under 45, lack the established
resources to cope with loss that older women (those over 50-60) typically possess. Such
resources develop during maturity, particularly as parents and friends begin to pass
away, making encounters with death more frequent. Furthermore, mature individuals
tend to orient themselves toward mortality and adapt to thoughts of death, which
fosters a maturity acquired during late adulthood in contact with the archetype of
Hecate. And third, we have our own experience of widowhood and the largest number
of clients in our psychotherapeutic, systemic family practice for the third year in a row
are the widows of Ukrainian soldiers, so we have a lot of research and therapeutic
material for observation, presentation and conclusions.

The research covers the psychological aspects of grieving and adapting to
widowhood, as these are two parallel processes that initially exhibit significant
dynamism, though their intensity may decrease over time. However, these processes
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do not end with the time. We find it essential to raise this issue for further
psychological research in domestic science, as we all share a bitter yet unique
experience against a backdrop of collective trauma. Who, if not us, will help women
who lose their husbands in war adapt to their new social and psychological conditions
with as little trauma as possible? The purpose of the present research is the coverage of
theoretical and practical aspects of the widowhood issue in wartime

Methodology
To fulfill the set tasks of the research the author applied the following theoretical
methods of research: analysis of the scientific sources related to the topic of the
research, system analysis, synthesis, generalization of theoretical and practical
observations, their classification and concretization.

Results

The loss of a spouse is one of the most negative events in life, if not to take into
account the loss of a child. The scientific research testifies, that disorganization and
trauma, which follow the death of a spouse, are more intense among widows than
widowers (Fasoranti et al., 2007).

The present paper defines the following main categories, which we will address:

e widow, according to the definition in the Ukrainian explanatory dictionary, is a
woman who, after the death of her husband, has not remarried;

e widowhood refers to the unmarried status of a person following the death of
their spouse;

e adaptation to widowhood is the process of a person adjusting to new socio-
psychological living conditions after the death of their spouse;

e grieving is the natural transformative process that unfolds after a loss, fulfilling
difficult but necessary tasks, including accepting the loss, experiencing pain, adapting to
life with the loss, forming a new attitude toward the deceased or the lost, and building
new relationships with people and the world (Rybyk, 2016).

The definition of the word widow suggests that it refers to a woman’s social status:
“married”, “single”, “divorced”, “widow.” However, in our view, it would be inaccurate
to consider widowhood solely as a social status. It also represents a distinct
psychological state that impacts all aspects of existence — psychological, physiological,
cognitive, personal, professional, and social, among others.

First, a woman who has lost her husband experiences a process of grieving and
adaptation that affects her entire way of life. Widowhood brings numerous economic,
social, and psychological challenges, particularly within the first year or so after a
spouse’s death. For both genders, economic hardship is a primary concern. When the
husband was the main breadwinner, his widow is now deprived of his income, leaving
the family unit broken (Fasoranti et al., 2007).

Second, the term “social status” doesn’t quite apply to widows of fallen soldiers,
who are often referred to as “the wife of a deceased hero.” In this sense, even this
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“social status” exists in Ukraine mostly on paper. For the widow herself, this means she
is still perceived as “wife”, which deeply impacts her process of adaptation to
widowhood and grieving. After all, “wife” implies the husband is still alive, while
“widow” indicates that he is gone and she must find a way to move forward — these are
two very different paths in coping with loss. It is nearly impossible to accept the
husband’s death, acknowledge this loss, adapt to life without him, and form new
emotional bonds if she still identifies (or is identified) herself as “wife.” The first step in
therapy when working with the widows of military personnel is to help them accept a
new identity — “l am a widow.”

Another issue associated with widowhood is loneliness. Many widows suffer from
the fear of being alone and experience a decline in self-esteem as a woman, along with
a loss of emotional connection and close communication with others. This can lead to
avoidance of social interactions and a reduction in emotional responsiveness when in
contact with other people (Fasoranti et al., 2007).

According to our observations, young widows often seek casual relationships to
“feel alive.” They attempt to fill the absence of the Animus in their lives by seeking
physical connection, hoping to draw from this a form of energy they lack to overcome
grief, build the necessary resources for healthy grieving, and ultimately reach post-
traumatic growth. However, a challenge they face is that Ukrainian women have been
raised by Ukrainian mothers, where such relationships are heavily stigmatized, along
with the cultural myth that a widow should remain loyal to her deceased husband.
Consequently, the grieving process for these women will differ significantly from that of
those who do not have such social taboos surrounding these kinds of relationships.

The greatest challenge of widowhood is emotional. People respond differently to
loss and go through grief at their own pace. For widows, the most difficult time is
immediately following the funeral (Scannell, 2003). In my observations, even if the
marriage was abusive or far from ideal, a certain level of idealization of the deceased
spouse occurs. This idealization of the late husband is a stage of grieving that all widows
go through.

The experience of loss follows a distinct process. It involves the “death” of a
collapsed system, where neural connections formed during the relationship are
severed, and new ones are formed, creating a new sense of wholeness — “me without
him”, “me as the head of the family”, “me and my roles” (this is the essence of
adaptation). In a partnership where the husband fulfilled multiple roles and was an
equal partner in each, the woman experiences the “death” of each of these roles. She
grieves the loss of her lover, her husband in all his partner roles, the father of her
children, her friend, and so forth.

Based on our experience, we note that these processes drain a great deal of
energy from the neocortex (nearly all cognitive functions, while grieving itself engages
the limbic system and the reptilian brain). Thus, in the first weeks and even months
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after the funeral, there is often a noticeable decline in thinking, attention, and
perception. Even emotions seem “frozen” as all available energy is channeled toward
physical survival and adapting to widowhood.

Nevertheless, Worden (2001) identified four tasks that need to be addressed
during the grieving process:

1.acknowledging the loss;

2.openly experiencing feelings;

3.developing the skills to act independently in areas of life where the influence of
the deceased was most significant;

4. forming new emotional connections.

Grieving is a dynamic process with specific stages. Voytovych (2019) outlines the
following periods:

e the first 48 hours — a period of shock and denial;

e the first week —automatism, emotional or physical exhaustion;

e 2-5 weeks — exhaustion, feelings of abandonment, despair;

e from 6 to 12 weeks — through initial denial, then aggression, the realization of
the loss of a loved one;

e 3 to 4 months — abrupt shifts from one emotional state to another, from
aggression to despair, from emotional pain to some form of activity;

e around 6 months — depression;

e around 12 months — the first emotional and mental breakthrough may occur;

e 12 to 24 months — a gradual return to life.

But we note that despite the attempts of various researchers to highlight

However, we would like note that despite researchers’ efforts to identify specific
stages within the grieving process, it remains a highly individual experience, influenced
by numerous factors. The most significant of these, in our view, are the woman’s
unique psychological characteristics and the nature of her relationship with her late
husband.

Based on practical experience, we have identified three main types of women and
three distinct patterns of grieving and adaptation to widowhood. We also observed
that the progression from grieving to post-traumatic growth varies among these
different types of women.

Partnerships are typically characterized by traits such as love, interest in the other
person, closeness, and acceptance of the other as an individual. They also involve a
strong sense of freedom, well-defined boundaries, comprehensive support,
constructive conflict resolution, equality in decision-making, and shared responsibilities
in managing the home and raising children. When one partner in such a relationship
passes away, the surviving partner experiences a profound loss — not only the loss of a
husband (or wife) with all associated social and psychological roles but also the loss of a
best friend, a soulmate.

Women who build partnerships typically exhibit a high level of psychological
maturity, personal and professional fulfillment; they are active, assertive, and resilient.
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Therefore, in the grieving process, these widows immediately take on the “husband’s”
role (in Jungian terms, this would be the dominant Animus state), and even experience
hormonal shifts with elevated levels of adrenaline and testosterone. They become even
more active and responsive, grieving through action. “What should we do?” becomes
their guiding question. Their emotional responses are also intense — sadness and grief
are constant background feelings, but anger, and at times even rage, is the dominant
emotion. Consequently, in the early stages of grief, these widows do not cry — they
shout and scream. Many start wearing their deceased husband’s clothing as a way to
feel close to him. If the couple did not have children, some of these women decide to
go to the front lines and join the fight. We have also observed that these women
develop a heightened sense of boundaries and become highly sensitive to aggression or
disrespect toward military personnel from others. For these widows, emerging from
grief involves reaching a stage of rest and pause, reducing reactivity, and finding
emotional balance.

There are also widows who grieve very quietly, withdrawing entirely, becoming
isolated and immobilized. The main characteristic of their grieving process is an
absence of action, with even minimal social interactions becoming challenging due to a
lack of energy. For these widows, the path out of grief is transitioning to a stage of
anger and action, but this shift must be gradual and careful.

The next type of relationship is immature (parent-child dynamics, sometimes
abusive). These relationships are marked by attachment issues in women, often
stemming from complex relationships with their actual parents during childhood,
typically resulting in insecure attachment styles, such as anxious or disorganized
attachment. These women from the beginning seek not a partner but a parental figure,
becoming emotionally and financially dependent on them. Such relationships are based
more on fear than love, on anxiety rather than partnership. There is also a pronounced
psychological merging with the partner, with the woman seemingly losing herself and
adopting her partner’s identity.

These widows resemble lost children being confused, filled with fear and anxiety,
asking me, “How do | live without him?” or “What do | do now?” Idealization of the
deceased husband is typical for them. Alongside grieving, they undergo a process of
separating from him as a parental figure. In therapeutic interventions, it’s important to
help these widows see their deceased husbands as partners, to learn to rely on
themselves, and to achieve psychological maturity. Without this support, they may
either revert to dependent relationships in the future, or the grieving process may
become endless, with the role of the husband-father figure taken up by children or
relatives. For these women, emerging from grief involves a process of separation and
achieving psychological maturity.

We should note that our observations require more detailed research and
empirical validation. Our conclusions are largely based on practical experience and
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personal insights. It was important for us to draw attention to the issue of widowhood,
as the number of widows in Ukraine continues to grow.

Conclusions

The theoretical aspects of adaptation to widowhood and grieving, which we have
outlined above, summarize the limited research on this issue. However, there is also a
practical side based on our experience in psychological work with women.

We founded the “Lagertha” NGO, which is dedicated to the development and
support of women. One of the organization’s focus areas is the “Women of Fallen
Heroes” project, which provides psychological support in the processes of grieving and
post-traumatic growth for widows.

The work proceeds in three main stages:

1.The first stage involves individual psychological support for women in a state of
acute grief.

2.The second stage continues with individual psychological support as the woman
emerges from the acute state.

3.The third stage is group psychological work with those women who have already
experienced the acute phase of grief, stabilized, and are ready to work with others in a
peer support group format.

We use various approaches in group work, including widow support groups and,
for example, bread therapy (Korolovych, 2024). Other groups include: the language
workshop “Ukrainian — a Language that Heals”; an advanced online training project on
loss and grieving for experienced practical psychologists called “The Power of Grieving”;
a retreat called “Recovery”, focused on enhancing resilience and preventing burnout
among mediators; and support groups for relatives of missing persons, “Psychological
Support for Those Who Wait.”

We believe that extensive research is necessary to examine the unique aspects of
adaptation to widowhood among the widows of fallen soldiers, with a detailed analysis
of the characteristics, factors, and psychological mechanisms of this process.
Additionally, there is a need to develop comprehensive psychological intervention
methods to support their grieving and adaptation. These questions will be the subject
of our further scientific investigations.
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MCUXONOTIYHI ACMEKTW BAIBCTBA: TEOPETUYHWIA TA MPAKTUYHUIA
BMMIPV B YMOBAX BINHMU
Koponosuy OKcaHa

DOI: 10.37096/SHDISJ-24-1.1-0008
AHOTauiA

AKTyanbHicTb. B ymoBax BiliHW, B YKpaiHi Aeaani 3pOCTae KinbKicTb BAB Ta BAIBL,B,
ane npobnema aganTauil 40 BAIBCTBA HE € aKTya/IbHOK Y BITYM3HAHIN HayLi. 3apybirKHi
OOCNIAXKEHHA 3arajlioM CTOCYIOTbCA NITHUX NOAEN, BU3HAYEHHIO Micus maTepianbHMX
npobnem y npoueci aganTtauii, npobaemam NCUxiyHOro 340poB’A BAIB Ta BAIBLIB. Ane
HaMM He BiZOMI AOCNIAXKEHHA, WO BMBYAtOTb BAIBCTBO Y MOIOAOMY Billi, @ CamMe TakKMMM
€ CyYacHi yKpaiHCbKi BAOBM 3arnbamx BiMCbKOBMX. MeTow L€l cTaTTi € BUKNAAEHHA
TEOPETUYHMX Ta MNPAKTUYHMX aCMEKTIB A0CNiAKeHHs npobnemu BAIBCTBA B YMOBAX
BilHW.

MeTogonoria. Y poboTi Hag maTepianom nybaikauii 6yno BUKOPUCTAHO TEOPETUYHI
METOAM AOCNIAMKEHHS: aHani3 HayKOBMX [AXKepesn, CUCTEMHUA aHani3, CUHTes,
y3arajibHeHHA TEOPETUYHMX Ta MPAKTUYHUX CMNOCTepPeXeHb, iX Knacudikauia Ta
KOHKpeTu13auia.

Pe3synbtati. NoKasaHo, WO BAIBCTBO CTBOPIOE 6e31i4 eKOHOMIYHMX, COoLiaibHUX i
ncuxosiorivHnx npobnem, ocobnmBo B nepuwnin pik abo 6AM3bKO TOro nicas cmepTi
OZIHOrO 3 MapTHEepiB NoApyKa. HiHKa, fsKa BTPaTUAA YOM0BIKA Ha BiMHI, Nepexmnsae
npoLecK roptoBaHHA Ta aganTalii 40 KUTTA y cTaTyci BAOBM 3armbaoro, AKi icTOTHO
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national Scie I
BM/IMBAKOTb HA BCK 1 MOAANbLUY XUTTEAIANBHICTb. [lepenBaHHA BTPATU MAE AOCUTb
KOHKPETHY AMHamiky. OCHOBHI YOTUPW 3aBAAHHSA, AKi NOBMHHI OyTM BUPilLEHi BAOBOO 3a
yac nepexkuBaHHs ropa Le - 1) BU3HaHHA BTPaTK; 2) BiAKPUTE NEeperKMBaHHA NOYyTTIB; 3)
BUPOOAEHHA BMiHb CAMOCTIMHO AiAaTM B TUX cdhepax KUTTHA, Ae BNAMB nomepnoro oys
HaMbiNbll NOMITHUM; Ta 4) CTBOPEHHA HOBMX eMOLMHMX 3B’A3KIB. 3HauylWMMK ANs
nepebiry npoueciB roptoBaHHA 1 aganTauii 4o BAIBCTBA € iHAMBIAYa/IbHO-NCUXONOTIYHI
0COoBAMBOCTI KiHKM, AKa BTPATUIa YO/10BIKa Ta TUMN CTOCYHKIB, B AKMX nepebysana napa.

BucHHOBKM. Y cTaTTi 06rpyHTOBAHO, WO OCHOBHMMM KPOKaMM NcMxoTepaneBTUYHOI
pobOTK i3 BAOBAMW € TPWU HACTYMHi eTanu: nepwin — iHAMBIAYaNbHO-NCUXONOTIYHUIA
CYNnpoBiA, KiHKM B CTaHi roCTPOro rops; Apyrnin — iHAMBIAYaNbHO-NCUXONOTIYHNM
CYNnpoBiA, BAOBML, KO/IM KiHKa BXe BUMLLAG i3 TOCTPOro CTaHy; TPeTil eTan - rpynosa
ncuxosiorivHa poboTa 3 TUMM XKiHKamK, AKi B¥Ke Nepexunan roctpy ¢asy roproBaHHsA,
NCUXoIorivYHO cTabiniayBanmca Ta rotosi 40 POOOTU 3 iHLWIMMM KiHKaMK B dopmaTi rpyn
B3aEMONIATPUMKMN.

Knto4oBi cnoBa: rope, roptoBaHHA, aZanTtalia 40 BAIBCTBA, BAOBA, NOCTPaBMaTMyHe
3POCTaHHA
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