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Introduction: This article offers unique insight into Team Ukraine's experiences of attending an international sporting event for veterans living with disability and injured active-duty personnel (the United States' Department of Defense Warrior Games, “The Games”) and a 5-week preparatory camp in the United Kingdom (UK).



Methods: A survey gathered qualitative data at three time points: during the second and final week of training camp, and the in the two weeks immediately following participation at The Games. Forty-four out of 55 members of Team Ukraine (including veterans, active-duty personnel, support staff, and family members) provided responses in Survey 1, 20 in Survey 2, and 18 in Survey 3. These responses were thematically analysed to explore experiences and motivations for participation.



Results and discussion: Five main themes were identified: Rest and recuperation; The ongoing conflict as a source of motivation; The sporting experience; Veterans in sport; and Relationships. Whilst physically demanding, the camp was an opportunity for respite and emotional processing, and participants reflected on social benefits and improvements to physical health and sporting abilities. Perhaps of greatest significance was the role of the ongoing conflict in their motivations to attend The Games. The conflict brought participants together in their collective goals of representing Ukraine on an international stage, raising awareness of the war, and demonstrating strength through sporting success. Findings highlight the challenges experienced and overcome by Team Ukraine and provides insight into the role that competitive sporting events may play during times of conflict as a means of demonstrating national strength and pride, and meeting individuals' health and well-being needs.
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Introduction

In February 2022, Ukraine was invaded in a major escalation of the Russo-Ukrainian Conflict. In 2022, the United States Department of Defense invited, for the first time, Ukrainian veterans and injured active-duty military personnel to compete alongside American and Canadian service teams in the Warrior Games (“The Games”) in Florida. Sixty-one Ukrainian competitors and support staff attended The Games. This included a small number of family members of deceased personnel, and veterans (who returned to military duties during the conflict) and active-duty personnel permitted military leave to take part. Fifty-five of these individuals attended a 5-week preparatory training camp hosted by Blind Veterans UK in the United Kingdom (UK), which consisted of an intensive training schedule, psychotherapy sessions, and recreational trips. Expanding on current knowledge of sports, exercise, and competition during conflict, the current article seeks to explore Team Ukraine's experiences of preparing for, and taking part in, The Games. To date, this is the first exploration of a sports team's experiences of an international competition while their nation is at war.


Sports participation amongst military personnel and veterans

There is growing evidence of the role of sports and exercise in meeting the physical, social, psychological, and rehabilitative needs of military personnel and veterans (1). Participation in structured exercise has been associated with physical benefits such as weight loss and increased fitness (2) and, in older veterans, increased mobility, strength, and aerobic capacity (3, 4). The psychological impacts of sports and exercise on veterans have also been documented, including its role in motivating individuals (2), the reduction of post-traumatic stress symptoms through outdoor and nature-based activities (5–8), increases in emotional capacities facilitated through social bonding, a sense of freedom, and a redefining or recapturing of identity (9). For veterans with disability, improvements in depression, anxiety, social functioning, and positive and negative affect have also been noted (10), along with positive associations between sport, exercise, and recreation (SER) and self-esteem and self-reported quality of life (11).

Research has also considered the impact of sporting competitions such as the US-based Warrior Games, National Veterans Wheelchair Games, National Veterans Summer Sports Clinic, and National Disabled Veterans Winter Sports Clinic, and the international multi-sport Invictus Games, on the lives and rehabilitative experiences of veterans (12–14). A systematic review of the benefits of sports and physical activity, including sporting competitions, for veterans, describes multiple benefits to subjective (e.g., active coping, positive affective experience), psychological (e.g., increased determination, focus on ability, improved self-concept), and social well-being (1). Literature documents the role of sporting events in providing veterans with disability with opportunities to increase sports-related skills and knowledge, acceptance of disability, and social interactions, and to improve physical and mental health (12, 13). Research relating to the Invictus Games suggests that competitive sports contribute positively to rehabilitative processes through several mechanisms, including motivation, and its targeting of the physical, psychological and social impacts of injury; participation might provide individuals with a greater understanding of their body and capabilities, a new purpose and focus in life, and a renewed military camaraderie (2). However, competitors may also be impacted negatively by a perceived lack of goals following the competition, “post-games blues” (13) (p. 3557), and stress before and during participation (13, 15).



Sports participation during times of conflict

Despite the inclusion of military and veteran groups in research relating to SER, the role of sports and sporting events in the lives of veterans and military personnel during times of conflict remain underexplored. Such periods will inevitably hinder both individuals’ engagement in SER and a nation's involvement in international sporting events. Yet, sports may play an important role in the lives of those living through, and recovering from, traumatic events. There is evidence of the role of outdoor SER in meeting both the physical and psychological needs of individuals impacted by humanitarian crises, including the COVID-19 pandemic (16, 17) and natural disasters (18–20). There has been some consideration of sports participation during conflict, although this research has tended to focus on the experiences of children, young people, and refugees, and its role in post-conflict recovery (21, 22).

Beyond individual experience, sports may also have a wider role to play during times of conflict. There is acknowledgement of interactions between modern sport and domestic and international politics, with large sports events such as the Olympics and the World Cup bringing countries together, with the goal of closer and more cordial relations (23). Sporting events may become politicized in the context of war, contributing to both national expressions of identity and culture (24), and peace-making, through the promotion of government relations and international understanding (23). Feizabadi, Delgado and Pormennati (23) note that athletes have “a significant role to play in condemning military wars in the international arena” (p. 528). Given evidence of the negative psychophysiological experiences arising during conflict for both civilians and military groups (25, 26), the psychological challenges and benefits associated with competitive sports (27, 28), and the potential value of SER to individuals impacted by international conflict, the current article considers the question, “What role does competitive sport have to play in the lives of military personnel, veterans, and their support networks during an ongoing conflict?”.

This article is particularly timely, given the ongoing work being undertaken by The Ministry of Veterans Affairs of Ukraine, with support from the NATO Trust Fund for Medical Rehabilitation, on its National Strategy for physical and sports rehabilitation of war veterans and their families, approved in 2021 (29, 30). This ongoing work has, so far, seen the development of a mobile application which helps veterans and personnel access free sports rehabilitation (31) and the delivery of a rehabilitation programme for Ukrainian veterans suffering from post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) as a result of the Russian invasion (32).




Materials and methods

The study consisted of three online surveys run with members of Team Ukraine, which included active personnel and veterans who had returned to active duties during the Russo-Ukraine conflict, and a small number of family members of personnel killed during military service. The research design was guided by the practical restraints imposed on data collection due to the unique context in which this work was undertaken. Survey methods were chosen as most appropriate for several reasons. First, participants’ time was limited due to the busy nature of their daily schedule during their time in the UK. Surveys enabled data collection to be carried out at a time that suited participants, for example, in-between training sessions or in the evening, with minimum disruption to their day. Second, knowledge of Team Ukraine's arrival in the UK was shared in a restricted circle only 14 days prior to their arrival for security reasons, with confirmation of dates and location given to the research team at this time. This limited the time available to develop the current study and plan delivery. Surveys removed the need to recruit Ukrainian-speaking research team members to run qualitative data collection, which contributed to ease of data collection during participants’ busy training and recreational schedule.

Surveys were delivered using the online survey platform Phonic. Survey 1 (S1) was carried out at the start of the training camp (in week 2), Survey 2 (S2) at the end of the camp (week 5), and Survey 3 (S3) at the end of The Games (during the 2 weeks following the end of The Games). S1 and S2 explored experiences of preparing for The Games, whilst S3 explored participants’ experiences at The Games. All three surveys included free text open-response questions, for which participants were able to type or audio record their responses. Whilst the data associated with one single individual's response to each open-ended question, and thus subsequent analyses, may lack the nuances and richness usually associated with qualitative research, open-ended response questions are common in survey research as a way of capturing the direct experiences of respondents, including perceptions and concerns (33, 34). These may be particularly useful during exploratory studies and phases (35–37). S1 and S2 also collected demographic data, including age, disability, gender, and role in the team, details of previous sporting experience, and quantitative data which explored indicators of health and well-being during the training camp. Quantitative findings relating to S1 and S2 data are reported elsewhere (14). Responses to the open-ended questions are the focus of the current analysis. Respondents in all three surveys were asked about their role in the team, to provide context to their open-ended responses (see Table 1). As in the article outlining quantitative findings (14), the current study was run as part of a service evaluation for the training camp and host institution and so did not require approval from an ethics panel; this was confirmed by the Chair of the Medical Sciences Interdivisional Research Ethics Committee at the University of Oxford.


TABLE 1 Participant's roles within team Ukraine.
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Survey questions

Open-ended questions in S1 explored motivations, concerns and challenges associated with taking part in The Games, and participants’ goals for the training camp. In S2, participants were asked to reflect on their training and/or time in the UK, motivational factors, and what they were most looking forward to during The Games. Finally, S3 asked participants about things they had learned, significant or memorable moments, and impacts of their involvement in The Games on their health and psychological state. The questions sought to cover both positive and negative aspects of experiences, aiming to identify factors identified in the literature as impacted by sporting participation for veterans with disability, such as increased sports-related skills and knowledge, social experiences, and physical and mental well-being (12, 13). All questions were translated into Ukrainian by a professional translator and checked by a member of Team Ukraine staff for accuracy. Open-ended questions from each of the surveys are provided in the Appendix. Questions were not validated, but were checked for sense-making and language by a member of Team Ukraine support staff.

As the first study to consider the experiences of individuals involved in an international sporting event during an ongoing international conflict, open-ended questions were broad and did not ask about specific motivations, goals, benefits or challenges, but rather allowed participants to elaborate on those aspects of the experience they felt were most important. This was also important given the inclusion of different groups within the sample (e.g., military veterans, serving personnel, spouses/family members, and support staff). In S3, participants were asked to reflect on any skills they felt they had developed, and any health and well-being benefits of participation. Due to the sensitive nature of asking about the ongoing conflict in Ukraine, particularly given the loss of friends and family members within the team, questions did not ask directly about experiences of war. It was hoped that, should such experiences be relevant, participants would raise these in their responses to questions about motivations for participation and experiences of representing Team Ukraine.



Participants and recruitment

Participation was voluntary. All 55 training camp attendees were invited to participate by Team Ukraine management, who notified the team of the study. Participants could access the online survey using a link or QR code on printed flyers shared onsite, and via a message sent on the team's private communication app by team management. A total of 44 camp attendees provided qualitative responses in S1, 20 in S2, and 18 in S3. The high attrition between S1 and S2 may reflect the intensity of the training camp, increased tiredness, and greater focus on the upcoming competition towards the end of the camp, with a subsequent decreased interest in the survey. Based on demographic data gathered in S1 and S2, respondents were aged 25–56 years (M = 38.38 years, SD = 9.67) and six respondents were female (33%). Participant characteristics for each survey round are presented in Table 1.



Procedure

Prior to taking part in S1, participants were required to provide informed consent. The opening page of the survey provided information about its aims, what was involved in participation, and how data would be used. This was followed by a series of consent statements, to which respondents had to agree before they could proceed to the survey. Participants reconfirmed their consent in the same way before completing S2 and S3. S1 was run the second week of Team Ukraine's time in the UK (22nd–26th July), S2 during their final days in the UK (14th–18th August), and S3 was completed after participation in The Games (27th August–6th September). Paper and English versions were available for S1 and S2. All participants completed S1 and S2 online in Ukrainian, thus S3 was delivered online and in Ukrainian only. Responses were translated from Ukrainian into English by a professional translation agency who are compliant with General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) requirements.



Analysis

Thematic analysis (TA) was used to identify and report patterns across the dataset (38). TA is not attached to a particular paradigmatic orientation and can be used across both positivist/quantitative and qualitative paradigms (38). The practical and theoretical flexibility of TA was valuable in the current study, given the pragmatic approach to data collection required to overcome the logistical limitations on project set-up and delivery. TA was undertaken in line with the six phase process described by Terry et al. (39), reflecting Braun and Clarke's original six-step process (38): (1) familiarisation (reading and re-reading); (2) generation of initial codes; (3) construction of preliminary themes (re-focusing analysis at a broader level, sorting codes into potential themes, and collating coded data extracts within the identified themes); (4) reviewing of themes (including combining themes or removing poorly supported themes); (5) defining and naming themes; and (6) report writing to communicate the analyst's story of the data. Analysis was inductive (data driven), which is particularly useful when exploring new areas of research (40). NVivo software was used to organise and collate themes and extracts. Whilst survey methods limit potential exploratory insight into the lived experiences of participants and the ability to uphold a truly “reflexive” approach (41), open-ended response data from the current project are still viewed as qualitatively valuable. Five main themes were identified, as seen in Figure 1: Rest and recuperation; The ongoing conflict as a source of motivation; The sporting experience; Veterans in sport; Relationships.
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FIGURE 1
Thematic map.





Results


Rest and recuperation

The backdrop of the ongoing conflict in Ukraine played an important part in many participants’ responses, reflected in comments regarding the impact of the war on both their physical health and emotional well-being. Research demonstrates the negative psychological impact of the conflict in Ukraine on both military and displaced civilian populations, including high levels of symptoms of stress, depression, isolation, anxiety, and intrusive memories (42). Indeed, in the current sample, there were family members attending in the place of personnel killed during the conflict; as comments below demonstrate, this was a highly traumatic experience with implications on their psychological state during the duration of the training camp and The Games.



Physical impacts of war and physical recovery

Given the impact of the war on health and well-being, participants acknowledged the holistic benefits that the training camp offered for physical and mental rest, recuperation, and recovery from the war. Participation in the war had impacted on the physical health of many participants, including physical exhaustion and injury, the latter of greatest relevance to those involved in active military duties. As early as S1, participants acknowledged the time afforded to individuals at the training camp for recovery of physical strength, and the rehabilitative value of sporting participation.


First of all, competition, well, not competition, but sport for me is more like rehabilitation (Active-duty personnel, S1)




An opportunity to rest, gain strength, even sleep. At first, I didn't want to go at all, as I am a volunteer and help our army, and my help is important, since even sending one tourniquet to the front line can save someone’s life. But now I understand that this trip saved me, gave me the opportunity to recover, gain strength and feel how Britain supports us (Support staff, S1)




The impact is extremely positive. I regained my physical form, which had been somewhat lost since I had returned from the front line, being pretty exhausted from being in the war zone. Here I had the opportunity to recover, I actually regained my athletic form, powerfully rebooted myself and my mental health is now at the highest level (Support staff, S3)



With this sense of physical renewal came reflections on the implications of participant’s time in the UK on their future involvement in the ongoing conflict. Commenting in S3, one active member of personnel commented on the importance of the camp and The Games in improving physical fitness, given the ongoing hostilities in Ukraine and involvement of members of the team in the conflict, “physical fitness is one of the most important components of good military form”. Another noted that, “My health improved significantly and I was able to return to military service”. Thus, whilst the training camp was targeted at preparing participants for the upcoming Games, the camp and The Games were also considered an important means of allowing participants to both physically recover from, and prepare for, their role in the ongoing conflict. Existing literature has evidenced similar benefits of competitive sporting participation on the physical health and fitness of veterans, including increased physical functioning and mobility skills (2, 13). As participants in the current study highlighted, such benefits may be of particular importance to those recently involved in, or soon to return to, active military duties.



Emotional impacts of the ongoing conflict and psychological recovery

Undoubtedly, the war had also taken an emotional toll of many members of Team Ukraine. The camp was considered a welcome psychological break from the conflict, as well as a time for emotional healing, particularly for those involved in active duty. The training camp provided a distraction from the ongoing conflict, with one veteran athlete reflecting in S3 on, “New experiences to distract me from problems”. Integral to this healing process was the nature of the camp as a safe environment away from the experiences of war.


There are no worries, just rest a little. After five months of war, everyone was a little tired. And constant uncertainty about the future scares everyone. And here you can work a little on [sport redacted], restore yourself (Veteran, S1)




First of all, we could be in the safest possible environment, where there are no explosions or rockets. It makes us feel more stable and safer psychologically (Veteran, S2)



There were also those managing experiences with death and grief during their stay in the UK. For the wife of a fallen soldier, who had taken his place on Team Ukraine, the training camp was an important opportunity to process her grief.


While I am on a trip with the team, I have time to work on myself, grieve and cry, go through the death of my husband together with his friends who help and support me… I am hoping to start a new life. I will have fond memories of my husband. I will work through the pain and start over (Wife of fallen soldier, S1)



Later in S2, this participant reflected on the challenging nature of this grief process, but also the benefits of spending time with those who knew her husband and were also managing this loss. Alongside professional psychological support, this factor appeared to play an important part in allowing this individual to work through negative emotions and leave the camp feeling less distressed.


These were psychological difficulties, related to memories of my deceased husband. I met the members of the team who are, who were his friends, brothers. And they supported me, and I had sessions with psychologists, and now I feel a little bit better (Wife of fallen soldier, S2)



Dooley et al. (43) suggest that the coming together of survivors of military losses in a positive environment enables military survivors to connect with each other, find a sense of belonging, learn they are not alone, and benefit from peer-based emotional support. The current study suggests that such an environment might be successfully fostered through sporting participation, and may be of particular importance to military personnel, families, and the wider civilian community, who experience loss during conflict.

Notably, even those for whom benefits relating to psychological recuperation were not evident in early comments (S1), these benefits were acknowledged later at S2 and S3. As one member of support staff commented in S1, their focus was to build motivation amongst competing members of the team, but at S2, they observed that for themselves, the camp had been a chance “to catch my breath, relax a little mentally and gather myself up physically”.



A break from military duties vs. guilt

Despite the psychological benefits of time away from the war, feelings of guilt for leaving military duties, comrades, and loved ones, were not uncommon. For one participant, their biggest concern relating to participating in the camp at S1 had been, “That my family is left without protection for this period” (Veteran). Military service is a unique career that often requires frequent and prolonged absences from family due to deployments, temporary duties or relocation, which can lead to feelings of guilt (44). As with military duties, training and competing took members of Team Ukraine away from their family, at a time where their family's safety was at greatest risk. Similarly, there was guilt amongst those who had left their military duties at this critical time, with concern for those left behind.


It was very difficult to leave my country. Since I can't rest and train knowing my friends and warriors are being killed every day (Support staff, S1)




My moral and psychological state, worries about my sworn brothers and sisters, remorse for leaving my unit (Serving veteran, S2)



Research commonly refers to “survivor guilt”, experienced by those exposed to, or witness to, death, but coming to no harm themselves (45). “Survivor guilt” may manifest due to one of several beliefs held by the surviving individual: that they themselves should have died as well as, or instead of, another person; or that they are responsible in some way for the death of another (45). In the current study, guilt appeared to be tied to potential for the latter, with concerns regarding the danger that comrades faced in their absence and their inability to contribute as others did whilst away. Clearly, time spent away from military duties led to such feelings for some, and the decision to attend the training camp and Games was not an easy one to make. There was a sense of some participants having to weigh-up the pros and cons of attendance, typified by one participant actively involved in military duties in Ukraine.


This year it was very difficult to make a choice and go to the training and the competition itself, as there is a lot of work at home, namely, to protect the state of Ukraine… But after talking with my compatriots, I heard their support and request to convey the true information about the war in our country to everyone whom we will meet (Active-duty personnel, S1)





The ongoing conflict as a source of motivation

Whilst the war had created physical and emotional challenges for participants, the ongoing conflict was also integral to participants’ decisions to participate in The Games. For many, the war provided a source of motivation. Firstly, it instigated a sense of personal motivation, reflected in the goals of one member of support staff at S1, “to stabilize the psycho-emotional state and find additional motivation for victory”. Thus, The Games were an opportunity for participants to feel reinvigorated following their experiences with the conflict and determined regarding what waited for them on their return home.

Secondly, and of even greater importance, were motivations associated with raising awareness and sharing information with other nations about the experiences of Ukraine.


To present Ukraine not only on the sports field, but also in the information field, where we need significant efforts to achieve certain goals on the international front, to attract new support, to attract friends, to convey information that the war has not stopped, it continues, and the price for it is extremely high. It’s thousands of innocent human lives of Ukrainians (Active-duty personnel, S2)



This event was likely the only opportunity that many would have to speak to others about the conflict on an international platform and to “cover events in Ukraine, drawing attention to them” (Serving veteran, S1).


Now, during the war in our country, it is important that Ukraine is seen and heard on all international platforms, I want to be useful for my country and my people (Serving veteran, S2).



Similar politicised functions of sports have been identified elsewhere, including among activists of the Israeli–Palestinian conflict (46), and college athlete activists during the Black Lives Matter Movement (47). In these contexts, sports activities and events become a vehicle for education, raising awareness, collation building, and conversation, both one-to-one with individuals, and at an institutional level (46, 47).

Third, beyond the sharing of information, some also considered The Games a means of generating good news to take back to comrades, with a successful Games offering a morale-boost for those fighting in Ukraine. One veteran at S1 reflected on this as the main reason for taking part, “To motivate those who will return from war”.


… the desire to compete, win and go home with positive news to re-join the fight (Support staff, S2)




…participation of the Ukrainian team will accelerate the victory over the aggressor (Support staff, active-duty personnel, S2)



Finally, as the above comment suggests, there was a view from some that sporting success was a demonstration of national strength. In S1, one serving veteran commented that their reason for participating in The Games had been to “To prove that Ukrainians are invincible”, and another veteran, “We want to show the whole world how strong and indomitable we are”. As in past conflicts (48), sporting prowess was considered analogous with the power and resilience of the nation during the conflict and a means of demonstrating strength to both Ukraine and the world (49). Thus, whilst some participants felt guilt for leaving military duties, loved ones and comrades at home, they also perceived participation in The Games as a means of contributing to the war effort.

Sports’ ability to foster feelings of national pride and identity may be particularly important to those impacted by conflict (48, 50, 51). In this context, sports competition and team success may contribute to feelings of national unity; as Dolan and Connolly (52) describe, it offers a way of ’strengthening solidarity in the face of real or imagined antagonistic outsiders’ (p. 190). During times of conflict, then, sports participation and attendance at sporting events may not only be a route to improving physical fitness, individual well-being and morale for those participating, but also increasing morale and well-being across the nation.



The sporting experience

When asked at S1 what their motivations for participating in The Games were, several participants reflected on sports and performance-related goals.


Perform well at the competitions and represent my country (Active-duty personnel, S1)




I want to reach if not at the peak of my physical and professional training, then at least a very good level, thereby winning medals for Ukraine, and raising the Ukrainian flag on the pedestal (Veteran, S1)



Both The Games and the training camp involved intense and high-level sports participation, with opportunities to work on sports-related skills, to compete, and to succeed in their sport. For many, success was viewed as communal, and a culmination of the team's hard work and persistence in the face of adversity.


An improvement of the results I had in the Hague [Invictus Games 2022] (Veteran, S1)




To achieve the sports result for which we prepared stubbornly and for a long time (Serving veteran, S2)



However, success was also important at an individual level. As in existing research exploring sporting motivations amongst those with disability (53, 54), the opportunity for participants to prove their capabilities to, and accomplish success for, themselves was evident.


I want to take part in competitions. The reason is to show myself, that I can really compete decently and show a good result (Active-duty personnel, S1)




[To get] good results for my national team and myself (Serving veteran, S2)



Existing literature surrounding competitive sporting participation for athletes both with and without disability has identified similar motivations, including opportunities to demonstrate talent and abilities to others (53, 55), to achieve performance-related goals and develop sporting skills (54, 56, 57) and to represent one's nation (55). Sporner et al. (12) found that for attendees at the National Veterans Wheelchair Games and Winter Sports Clinic, sports-related benefits included increased knowledge of sports equipment, and opportunities to learn sports and to be competitive.

Alongside improvements in sporting abilities and opportunities to try new sports, came a sense of achievement, as well as increased self-confidence and determination.


Added confidence in my own strength and potential (Serving veteran, S3)




Confidence and strength, gave extra determination in my plans for the future (of course, after defeating the “restless” neighbour (Active-duty personnel, S3)



The positive impact of competitive sporting participation on factors such as confidence, self-esteem, and feelings of motivation have been observed across elite and amateur athletes with and without disability (30, 53, 58), including veteran athletes with disability (13).



The impact of the ongoing conflict on training and preparation

Despite performance-based successes, participants highlighted a number of practical implications of the war which had impeded the team's ability to prepare effectively for The Games. Logistical challenges relating to funding, resources, transport, and travel outside Ukraine were reported, as well as the difficulty of trying to train in a hostile environment. When asked about concerns prior to attending the training camp, the most common reflection from those who had undertaken active military duties was the limited training that they had been able to undertake, due to a lack of time and appropriate conditions.


The difficulties arose in the fact that since we have a war and hostilities, we do not have the opportunity to prepare for the competition (Serving veteran, S1)




I faced the fact that a large-scale war had broken out in our country, and preparations for the Warrior Games were suspended due to hostilities. Since I am a regular soldier and am currently serving in the Armed Forces of Ukraine, the training was very problematic for me (Active-duty personnel, S1)



Reflecting in S3, participants acknowledged that without the UK-based training camp, Team Ukraine would have struggled to achieve sporting success at The Games.


Of course, without training in Britain, our results would have been much worse, because almost the entire team did not have the opportunity to train in Ukraine (Active-duty personnel, S3)



Lack of preparation not only related to physical fitness and sporting technique, but also to mental preparedness for the upcoming Games.


It was very difficult to find the strength to go to training after completing the tasks… It was also very difficult to prepare mentally in the conditions of constant shelling by missiles of various classes (ground-to-ground, air-to-ground). This sometimes prevented full-fledged training and full commitment to the process (Active-duty personnel, S1).



Research highlights that for those competing in sports, psychological preparedness is a key factor in feeling ready for events and achieving peak performance (53). Any individual impacted and/or actively involved in an ongoing conflict is likely to experience limitations on their training in the run up to events, with implications for their mental readiness, particularly given the emotional toll that was associated with conflict in the current study. Those involved in the planning of competitive sports training of those involved in, or recently impacted by, conflict may need to take into even greater consideration the psychological aspects of preparing for competitions. They may benefit from integrating skills training relating to vital aspects of mental preparation in sports into competition preparation. This could include psychological self-regulation, focus, confidence and self-esteem, and strategy (53, 59).



Relationships

Central to the enjoyment and success of participants were their experiences as a member of a well-functioning team. Participants reflected on the role of fellow members of Team Ukraine and their “Team unity” (Support staff, S2) as a source of both motivation and emotional support during training and The Games.


It seems to me that we need each other in preparation for these competitions. Because this is a colossal support and motivation (Family member, S1)




A big role in these competitions and such high results in the number of 93 medals was played by the motivation and spirit of our team (Active-duty personnel, S3)



Indeed, when asked about any positive or negative aspects of having been involved in The Games, one participant expressed worry about the end of the competition, and the difficulty of parting ways with the team.


There is some concern, because during this time our team has become like a big family, and therefore it is sad to part (Active-duty personnel, S3)



Research surrounding disabled veteran sports has commonly highlighted the role of sport and physical activity in improving social well-being, and providing opportunities for team mates to work together, offer practical and emotional support to each other, and focus on the achievements of others (1).



International community and the spirit of The Games

Relationships outside the team were also important, and participants reflected on the sense of international community during training and competition, including their experiences of spending time with veterans from other nations. When asked about reasons for taking part (S1) and what they were most looking forward to (S2) about the upcoming games, making new friends and acquaintances from different nations was important to several participants.


…See friends from different countries who I have met before, meet new veterans from other countries (Active-duty veteran, S1)



Research shows how veteran-specific sporting events offer benefits associated with spending time with other veterans and reconnecting with military identity and values (2, 13). Roberts et al. (13) found that for Invictus Games participants, creating connections with other participants encouraged a sense of belonging at the event. Caddick and Smith (1) describe “camaraderie” in relation to the positive social interactions and emotional ties developed between veterans, and in particular, combat veterans. This, they suggest, reflects shared traumas and military experiences which enable veterans to understand and communicate with each other easily. For those with disability, this may be particularly important in developing relationships with those who understand the nature of their injury or impairment.

There was also reference to the “Spirit” of The Games, which reflected the welcome and support received by Team Ukraine from their hosts in the UK and other competing nations.


Their [British people] support makes you grit your teeth and improve your performance and prepare for competitions with more intensity and determination! (Active-duty personnel, S1)




Your [UK] support gives us wings (Serving veteran, S2)




Very impressed by the warmth of the reception of both the British and the Americans. It was like a family, one generally feels at home (Active-duty personnel, S3)



Within this environment of sporting community, supporting team members was valued more highly than personal achievements, as one member of support staff recalled:


The most important thing is to have a team and be able to count on each other. I will tell you about one of the cases that had a great impact on me. On one of the days, we had a cycling award ceremony and a wheelchair basketball competition. Half of our team chose to go to the awards ceremony to receive their medals. When I saw a member of the [team details redacted] at the competition and asked why he was not at the awards ceremony, but here, he replied: “Because the medal is already mine and that will not change. I can get it later. I have to be here, the team is counting on me.” (Support staff, S3)



Parallels can be seen here with Cree and Caddick's (60) description of the “Invictus spirit” as an “idealized military subjectivity, built on notions of brotherhood and respect” (p. 270). The Games appeared to foster a similar environment built on support, teamwork, and community. Thus, contrary to the preconceptions of one participant, who assumed a focus on sporting rivalry, The Games offered a shared communal sporting experience, built on mutual support and respect.


I expected that the Warrior Games compared to the Invictus Games is a more competitive and sporting event. Instead, this myth was completely shattered when two participants from different teams ran hand in hand or when the Canadian team came to us in the stands to support (Support staff, S3)




Despite the fact that the competition is held far from home, our native country, we were supported by absolutely all present teams, fans, representatives of the diaspora (Active-duty personnel, S3)



For one member of support staff, this communal experience had implications for the development of valuable international working relationships.


I worked quite closely with the medics, especially those… who make up the Air Force… A very strong relationship was established, we agreed to communicate in the future. I… seriously felt the support and desire to help (Support staff, S3)



Beyond the sporting opportunities available to participants, then, The Games and preceding training camp offered valuable opportunities to make and develop friendships. Perhaps most importantly, connections made with representatives from other nations, and the support received from competitors and audience members from these nations, was viewed by participants as evidence of international support for Ukraine and its people during the ongoing conflict. As one family member reflected, the experience demonstrated, “how other countries of the world are proud of Ukrainians and support us” (S3).


Friendship and support of Ukraine by ordinary people (Active-duty personnel, S3)



Findings suggest that the social opportunities provided by international sporting events may be of even greater importance to nations during times of conflict; not only a means of sharing information, but as an opportunity to integrate into an international community, and to foster positive personal and working relationships.



Veterans in sport

As early as S1, participants were looking ahead to their sporting plans beyond The Games, with their experience of training and competing acting as motivation for future sports participation.


After these competitions, I plan to join the Paralympic team of Ukraine and professionally engage in [sport redacted] and become a Paralympic champion in the future (Serving veteran, S1)



It was evident that role models encountered at The Games had greatly influenced participants’ thinking about themselves and the future; the participation and success of other veterans helped some to view themselves and their abilities more positively and remove the limitations that they had imposed on themselves as a person with disability.


If they can, I can too! Upon my return, I try to challenge myself—Both on the battlefield and in sports (Support staff member, S3)




I considered myself old and thought that all my achievements were already in the past, but at the competitions I met [people] who achieved incredible success, they motivate me. Now I know for sure that we still have many achievements in future (Serving veteran, S3)



Conversely, participants were also motivated by the hope that taking part would benefit other veterans. The Games were viewed as an opportunity to both encourage veterans to participate in sports, and contribute to developing veteran sports in the future.


I can say that, for me, motivation is the fact that you can use your example to motivate other brothers (Veteran, S2)




This experience is priceless, not everyone gets the same opportunity as me to represent their country at competitions of this level, I will use this experience to engage even more wounded soldiers to sports (Veteran, S3)




To improve my state of health, as well as to involve as many veterans as possible in sports (Serving veteran, S1)



Similar motivations were identified by Roberts et al. (13) in Invictus competitors, who reflected on their desire to be a role model for others, particularly friends and family, in order to demonstrate to others their ability to succeed as a person with disability. Likewise, events such as the Paralympics have also been found to empower athletes with a disability, by providing them with sporting and lifestyle role models, just as in the current study (61).



A route to rehabilitation, reintegration and changing perceptions of veterans

There were also members of support staff who were motivated by a goal to support veteran athletes in sporting endeavours as part of their wider rehabilitative journey. They reflected on the opportunities that The Games had provided for learning in this area, and their hopes for “further development of adaptive sports” (S3) and to “implement future projects for veterans considering the experience of these Games” (S3). One family member reflected similarly on their hopes of the continued rehabilitative impact of The Games on participating veterans.


I count on the fact that this tournament will also continue to be a support for disabled soldiers, and preparation for it will be an efficient rehabilitation for them (Family member, S2)



Given the ongoing conflict, the development of rehabilitative provision for Ukraine armed forces is of obvious importance; the physical, mental, and social benefits acknowledged by participants in relation to sporting and competitive participation might all help to inform the design and delivery of rehabilitative sports programmes and events in the future. This may also have wider implications for the reintegration of Ukrainian veterans into civilian life following service. As one member of support staff commented:


I hope this tournament will help highlight the issue and importance of rehabilitation for the military. And that this initiates further activities, the opportunity to reintegrate veterans (Support staff, S2)



Indeed, one veteran felt that The Games were an opportunity “to promote veteran sports in order to improve the image of a veteran” (S1), his main reason for taking part. The representation of veterans with disability in sports may be a valuable means of reframing beliefs relating to their experiences and abilities, with important implications for their journey beyond their military service. Literature surrounding veteran sporting events such as the Invictus Games suggests that they hold power and influence over societal beliefs regarding modern veterans, not least due to media coverage of these events which champions the resources that veterans draw on to overcome disability and manage rehabilitation (62).




Summary and implications

Findings from the current study provide insight into the motivations, benefits and challenges associated with Team Ukraine's preparation for, and participation in, the 2022 Warrior Games. This team had been impacted by the ongoing conflict in Ukraine, many as serving personnel or veterans returning to active military duties. This included the death of loved ones and comrades, family displacement, and concerns about friends and relatives who remained in Ukraine.

Several benefits of the camp and participation in The Games were identified. As in previous research surrounding veteran sports, the opportunities to improve sporting abilities and to compete were important to many. However, against the backdrop of the ongoing conflict, training for the upcoming Games had been impeded by practical barriers such as limited resources and time, and the lack of safe and appropriate training environments. Findings highlight the challenges of delivering sports activities and training in this context and suggest that for those who remain living and working in a nation at war, these barriers may well limit participation and the benefits of sporting activities. Participants also reflected on their inability to prepare mentally for competition in this environment, with impacts on their confidence in the run up to The Games and, potentially, their success during competition. Such findings have important implications for the design and delivery of sports training and activities for participants impacted by conflict, not least the value of international support in the provision of a safe and resourced training environment, and the value that psychological skills training may have for competitive athletes during conflict.

The opportunity to be a role model to others was valued by participants as a means of promoting veteran sports and encouraging participation from other veterans. Likewise, participants observed the positive impact of seeing other veterans succeed, demonstrating how limitations they had imposed on themselves due to their disability might be overcome. The Games, then, altered their self-view as a person with disability, encouraging participants to set themselves new sporting challenges for the future. Sporting events may be a useful platform through which to encourage sports participation amongst not only veterans, but also others living with disability, further highlighting the value of these activities in achieving positive physical and psychological outcomes.

Being part of a close-knit team, as well as developing relationships with those from other nations, were acknowledged as both motivating factors for participants, and benefits of taking part. Whilst research surrounding veteran sports has highlighted the importance of social connection and friendship as a motivator for, and benefit of, participation, these outcomes may have been of even greater importance to members of Team Ukraine at this time. During the ongoing conflict, the ability to make connections with those outside Ukraine was considered extremely important, and signified to participants a sense of international support for Ukraine. For those working in supporting roles, the opportunities to develop strong working relationships may have important implications for the development of veteran sports in Ukraine, demonstrating the value of international knowledge sharing as a means to develop best practise in the field of veteran sports. It may be valuable for organisers of similar future competitions to promote knowledge sharing through formal means at events, such as seminars and presentations, and following events, via online forums or online events.

It should be noted that for Team Ukraine, the bond which had developed was considered both a significant benefit and motivating factor for participants, and a potential cause for concern. With The Games coming to an end, there were reflections on what the negative impact of leaving this close-knit team might be for participants. In contrast to Roberts et al. (13), who identified “post-games blues” due to concerns regarding a loss of motivation and lack of future goals, participants in the current study were more focused on the negative impacts of leaving the secure and supportive social environment of Team Ukraine. It is likely that such concerns were heightened due to the inevitable return of participants to the realities of living and working in a conflict zone, and faced with imminent danger and threat to both their own lives, and those of comrades and loved ones. Roberts et al. (13) suggest that interventions aimed at preparing athletes for “post-games blues” may be valuable. For participants in the current study, concerns regarding the end of The Games could be addressed by ensuring that team contact is maintained; there may be practical limitations on this due to the ongoing conflict and return to military duties, but the use of a private channel on a secure messaging app could provide one solution to keep team members connected. This channel would provide opportunities for participants to share their experiences and stories from The Games, to motivate each other for future sporting endeavours, to organise catch-up calls, and plan towards a team reunion or other events. Appropriate post-Games support may play an important role in ensuring the best well-being outcomes for participants, particularly for those whose well-being may be threatened by the negative impacts of an ongoing conflict.

The rehabilitative role of sports participation was acknowledged across the sample. This included benefits to sporting ability, strength and fitness, but also emotional rehabilitation. These benefits were felt amongst both those involved in front line duties and family members impacted by the death of loved ones during the war. The continued work of The Ministry of Veterans Affairs of Ukraine and its National Strategy for physical and sports rehabilitation of veterans and families demonstrates the growing acknowledgement of the value of sports to the lives of those impacted by conflict (29, 30). Given the ongoing nature of the Russo-Ukrainian conflict and the impacts on both those actively involved, and witness to, the war, insight into how sports and exercise may impact on psychological, physical, social, and rehabilitative outcomes may be valuable to the development of practice and policy in the wake of the conflict. Although, consideration of military, veteran and civilian sporting experiences, including rehabilitation, training, and competitions, within Ukraine itself is also needed to evaluate the longitudinal impacts of policies and programmes during and following the war. Still, it is hoped that the current study provides useful insight into the experiences of this unique group during the current conflict, helping to inform the nation's engagement in future veteran sporting events.

Consideration of the sporting experiences of those living in other countries impacted by war could also help to identify best practise and inform future sporting programmes and events globally. In particular, the use of qualitative interview techniques could provide detailed insight to the sporting experiences of these groups, including any benefits, barriers, or disadvantages associated with participation. Such research could also shed light on possible cultural differences in the motivations and experiences of competing nations at international veteran and non-veteran sporting events, the impact of socio-political factors such as conflict on these experiences, and how individual and collective goals are achieved within the context of competitive sports. Exploration of the role of recreational sports activities, competitions, and sports-based rehabilitation in the lives of those impacted by other humanitarian crises may also be valuable in understanding the extent to which benefits and challenges are experienced by both participants and providers in these contexts.

Finally, perhaps one of the most common sources of motivation for taking part in The Games amongst participants was the ongoing conflict in Ukraine. This manifested in several ways, including as a source of motivation and determination for victory, a means of generating positive news to take home to comrades, and as a way of demonstrating national strength through sporting success. However, it was the opportunity to raise awareness of the ongoing conflict and the experiences of the Ukrainian people within the international community that was considered of greatest importance. Beyond simply participating in sports, participants sought opportunities to engage politically with the international sporting community, with the sharing of information considered a contribution to the ongoing war effort. As Meeuwsen and Kreft (63) write, Ukrainian athletes who have chosen to appear in sport competitions during the conflict have stated that they do so because “their presence encourages Ukrainian soldiers and Ukrainian people to resist” (p. 349). This finding contributes contemporary insight to the field of sport and politics, highlighting that for the athletes themselves, sporting events may hold important political functions, particularly during times of conflict. This confirms that the divide made between sports and politics by international sporting authorities and committees such as The International Olympic Committee, may be an impossible principle to uphold (63, 64). Future research which seeks to bring the voices of all those involved in sporting events, including athletes, audience members, volunteers, and organisers, to discussions of politics and sports may shed further light on the significance of these events during times of both conflict and peace. If the politicisation of sports is unavoidable, it is essential to understand what the implications of this are for the individuals and nations involved, and how this might help or hinder political objectives.



Limitations

The key limitation of the current research was the specific context in which the work was developed and run. The work was to be delivered within a short time period, there was a need to survey participants as soon as possible following their arrival in the UK, surveys had to be completed around busy training schedules, and following The Games, it was likely that some participants would be unreachable due to their return to military duties. With a short notice period for Team Ukraine's arrival, it was not feasibly possible to pilot qualitative questions with the target sample. However, the questions were translated and checked for sense by a member of support staff working with Team Ukraine to ensure suitability for use with the team, including appropriate language use. Furthermore, Team Ukraine had direct contact with one member of the research team during their stay, through whom any issues or concerns regarding the surveys could be raised. A further limitation is the translation of responses from Ukrainian to English. Professional translations of responses were sense-checked by the support staff member from Team Ukraine but even so, this additional step prior to the analysis process may have impacted on interpretation of the data. Thus, results should be viewed within this unique context, offering an indication of the key experiences and motivations for participation amongst Team Ukraine. It is likely that greater insight would have been available with greater time to prepare and validate questions, and the use of qualitative interviewing techniques with a Ukrainian speaker to allow for more detailed exploration of experiences.



Conclusion

This article provides novel insight into the experiences of a sports team preparing for, and competing at, an international sporting event for veterans with disabilities during an ongoing conflict in their home country. Results demonstrate the range of motivational factors influencing decisions to participate, including the perception of The Games as an international platform on which to raise awareness of the conflict. Benefits to physical and emotional health, and the importance of social aspects of both the training camp and The Games, were highlighted. Future research is needed to explore, in greater detail, the sports participation of both military and civilian populations from Ukraine, and other countries, during and following conflict. This topic remains underexplored. Such research should include experiences associated with recreational, rehabilitative, and competitive sporting activities. Findings have implications for understanding the role that sports plays during periods of socio-political uncertainty and in the lives of those impacted by social and natural disasters, as well as helping to inform practise and policy for sports activities and events run in these contexts in the future.



Data availability statement

The datasets presented in this study can be found in online repositories. The names of the repository/repositories and accession number(s) can be found below: FigShare, 10.6084/m9.figshare.27636543.



Ethics statement

Ethical approval was not required for the studies involving humans because the current study was run as part of a service evaluation for the training camp and host institution and did not require approval from an ethics panel; this was confirmed by the Chair of the Medical Sciences Interdivisional Research Ethics Committee at the University of Oxford. The studies were conducted in accordance with the local legislation and institutional requirements. The participants provided their written informed consent to participate in this study.



Author contributions

CC: Formal Analysis, Investigation, Writing – original draft. NH: Investigation, Writing – review & editing. RG: Conceptualization, Writing – review & editing.



Funding

The author(s) declare financial support was received for the research, authorship, and/or publication of this article. This project was funded by a donation from Lord Ashcroft KCMG PC.



Acknowledgments

We thank the Team Ukraine for participating in this study, and Iuliia Bondar for checking translations.



Conflict of interest

The authors declare that the research was conducted in the absence of any commercial or financial relationships that could be construed as a potential conflict of interest.



Publisher's note

All claims expressed in this article are solely those of the authors and do not necessarily represent those of their affiliated organizations, or those of the publisher, the editors and the reviewers. Any product that may be evaluated in this article, or claim that may be made by its manufacturer, is not guaranteed or endorsed by the publisher.



References

1. Caddick N, Smith B. The impact of sport and physical activity on the well-being of combat veterans: a systematic review. Psychol Sport Exerc. (2014) 15(1):9–18. doi: 10.1016/j.psychsport.2013.09.011

2. Brittain I, Bunds K, Bocarro J. The contribution of sport in the rehabilitation process of disabled military veterans: a case study of the 2016 invictus games. J Glob Sport Manag. (2024) 9(1):62–85. doi: 10.1080/24704067.2022.2031249

3. Briggs BC, Oursler KK. Pilot study of functional circuit exercise in older adults. Res Sports Med. (2023) 31(3):249–54. doi: 10.1080/15438627.2021.1966006

4. Addison O, Serra MC, Katzel L, Giffuni J, Lee CC, Castle S, et al. Mobility improvements are found in older veterans after 6 months of gerofit regardless of body mass index classification. J Aging Phys Act. (2019) 27(6):848–54. doi: 10.1123/japa.2018-0317

5. Greer M, Vin-Raviv N. Outdoor-based therapeutic recreation programs among military veterans with posttraumatic stress disorder: assessing the evidence. Mil Behav Health. (2019) 7(3):286–303. doi: 10.1080/21635781.2018.1543063

6. Craig PJ, Alger DM, Bennett JL, Martin TP. The transformative nature of fly-fishing for veterans and military personnel with posttraumatic stress disorder. Ther Recreation J. (2020) 54(2):150–72. doi: 10.18666/TRJ-2020-V54-I2-9965

7. Bennett JL, Piatt JA, Van Puymbroeck M. Outcomes of a therapeutic fly-fishing program for veterans with combat-related disabilities: a community-based rehabilitation initiative. Community Ment Health J. (2017) 53:756–65. doi: 10.1007/s10597-017-0124-9

8. Wheeler M, Cooper NR, Andrews L, Hacker Hughes J, Juanchich M, Rakow T, et al. Outdoor recreational activity experiences improve psychological wellbeing of military veterans with post-traumatic stress disorder: positive findings from a pilot study and a randomised controlled trial. PLoS One. (2020) 15(11):e0241763. doi: 10.1371/journal.pone.0241763

9. Lundberg N, Taniguchi S, McGovern R, Smith S. Female veterans’ involvement in outdoor sports and recreation: a theoretical sample of recreation opportunity structures. J Leis Res. (2016) 48(5):413–30. doi: 10.18666/JLR-2016-V48-I5-6897

10. Walter KH, Otis NP, Del Re A, Kohen CB, Glassman LH, Ober KM, et al. The National Veterans Summer Sports Clinic: change and duration of psychological outcomes. Psychol Sport Exerc. (2021) 55(2021):101939. doi: 10.1016/j.psychsport.2021.101939

11. Laferrier JZ, Teodorski E, Cooper RA. Investigation of the impact of sports, exercise, and recreation participation on psychosocial outcomes in a population of veterans with disabilities: a cross-sectional study. Am J Phys Med Rehabil. (2015) 94(12):1026–34. doi: 10.1097/PHM.0000000000000263

12. Sporner ML, Fitzgerald SG, Dicianno BE, Collins D, Teodorski E, Pasquina PF, et al. Psychosocial impact of participation in the national veterans wheelchair games and winter sports clinic. Disabil Rehabil. (2009) 31(5):410–8. doi: 10.1080/09638280802030923

13. Roberts GA, Arnold R, Gillison F, Colclough M, Bilzon J. Military veteran athletes’ experiences of competing at the 2016 invictus games: a qualitative study. Disabil Rehabil. (2021) 43(24):3552–61. doi: 10.1080/09638288.2020.1725655

14. Castle CL, Heinze N, Gomes RS. A cross-sectional study of sleep, mood, well-being, motivations, and perceived support in Ukrainian veterans and active-duty military personnel with disability, and their supporters, preparing for a sporting event. Front Psychol. (2023) 14:1089735. doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2023.1089735

15. Roberts GA, Arnold R, Turner JE, Colclough M, Bilzon J. A longitudinal examination of military veterans’ invictus games stress experiences. Front Psychol. (2019) 10(2019):1934. doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2019.01934

16. Mutz M. Forced adaptations of sporting behaviours during the COVID-19 pandemic and their effects on subjective well-being. Eur Soc. (2021) 23(Suppl 1):S184–S98. doi: 10.1080/14616696.2020.1821077

17. Ejiri M, Kawai H, Kera T, Ihara K, Fujiwara Y, Watanabe Y, et al. Exercise as a coping strategy and its impact on the psychological well-being of Japanese community-dwelling older adults during the COVID-19 pandemic: a longitudinal study. Psychol Sport Exerc. (2021) 57(2021):102054. doi: 10.1016/j.psychsport.2021.102054

18. Guinto MLM, Logan ILN. Harnessing the power of sport for disaster recovery. Qualitative Research in Sport. Exerc Health. (2022) 14(2):326–43. doi: 10.1080/2159676X.2021.1922493

19. Nopembri S, Sugiyama Y, Rithaudin A. Improving stress coping and problem-solving skills of children in disaster-prone area through cooperative physical education and sports lesson. J Hum Sport Exerc. (2019) 14(1):185–94. doi: 10.14198/jhse.2019.141.15

20. Rung AL, Broyles ST, Mowen AJ, Gustat J, Sothern MS. Escaping to and being active in neighbourhood parks: park use in a post-disaster setting. Disasters. (2011) 35(2):383–403. doi: 10.1111/j.1467-7717.2010.01217.x

21. Ley C, Barrio MR. Promoting health of refugees in and through sport and physical activity: a psychosocial, trauma-sensitive approach. In: Drožđek TWAB, editor. An Uncertain Safety: Integrative Health Care for the 21st Century Refugees. Cham: Springer (2019). p. 301–43.

22. Thorpe H. ‘Look at what we can do with all the broken stuff!’ Youth agency and sporting creativity in sites of war, conflict and disaster. Qualitative Research in Sport. Exerc Health. (2016) 8(5):554–70. doi: 10.1080/2159676X.2016.1206957

23. Feizabadi MS, Delgado F, Pormennati M. Deterrent role of sport in military war (case study: netnography of Russia-Ukraine conflict). J New Stud Sport Manag. (2022) 3(3):521–9. doi: 10.22103/jnssm.2022.19415.1081

24. Brentin D. ‘A lofty battle for the nation’: the social roles of sport in Tudjman’s Croatia. Sport Soc. (2015) 16(9):51–66. doi: 10.1080/17430437.2013.801217

25. Hijazi A, Ferguson CJ, Richard Ferraro F, Hall H, Hovee M, Wilcox S. Psychological dimensions of drone warfare. Curr Psychol. (2019) 38(2019):1285–96. doi: 10.1007/s12144-017-9684-7

26. Krippner SE, McIntyre TM. The Psychological Impact of war Trauma on Civilians: An International Perspective. Westport, Connecticut: Praeger Publishers/Greenwood Publishing Group (2003).

27. Jones M, Meijen C, McCarthy PJ, Sheffield D. A theory of challenge and threat states in athletes. Int Rev Sport Exerc Psychol. (2009) 2(2):161–80. doi: 10.1080/17509840902829331

28. Drozdovski A, Gromova I, Korotkov K, Shelkov O, Akinnagbe F. Express-evaluation of the psycho-physiological condition of Paralympic athletes. Open Access J Sports Med. (2012) 3(2012):215–22. doi: 10.2147/OAJSM.S35888

29. Ministry for Veterans Affairs (Ukraine). At the initiative of the ministry of veterans affairs, gov’t approved an action plan for the implementation of the national strategy for the development of physical and sports rehabilitation system of war veterans and their family members (2021). Available online at: https://mva.gov.ua/en/news/za-iniciativoyu-minveteraniv-uryad-zatverdiv-plan-dij-shchodo-realizaciyi-nacionalnoyi-strategiyi-rozvitku-sistemi-fizkulturno-sportivnoyi-reabilitaciyi-veteraniv-vijni-ta-chleniv-yih-simej (Accessed October 09, 2024).

30. Ministry of Veterans Affairs (Ukraine). The ministry of veterans affairs of ukraine and the nato trust fund for medical rehabilitation continue cooperation on the development of veteran sports (2022). Available online at: https://mva.gov.ua/en/news/ministry-veterans-affairs-ukraine-and-nato-trust-fund-medical-rehabilitation-continue-cooperation-development-veteran-sports (Accessed October 09, 2024).

31. Ministry for Veterans Affairs (Ukraine). A unique application for sports rehabilitation of TRENVET veterans was presented in Kyiv (2023). Available online at: https://veteranfund.com.ua/en/2023/10/09/a-unique-application-for-sports-rehabilitation-of-trenvet-veterans-was-presented-in-kyiv/ (Accessed October 09, 2024).

32. Ukrainian Action. Ukrainian Action Signs MoU with Ministry of Veteran Affairs (2024). Available online at: https://www.ukrainianaction.com/charity-stories/ukrainian-action-signs-mou-with-ministry-of-veteran-affairs (Accessed October 09, 2024).

33. Elliott J. The craft of using NVivo12 to analyze open-ended questions: an approach to mixed-methods analysis. Qual Rep. (2022) 27(6):1673–87. doi: 10.46743/2160-3715/2022.5460

34. Mamali FC, Lehane CM, Wittich W, Martiniello N, Dammeyer J. What couples say about living and coping with sensory loss: a qualitative analysis of open-ended survey responses. Disabil Rehabil. (2022) 44(12):2784–805. doi: 10.1080/09638288.2020.1850889

35. Pettigrew S, Archer C, Harrigan P. A thematic analysis of mothers’ motivations for blogging. Matern Child Health J. (2016) 20(2016):1025–31. doi: 10.1007/s10995-015-1887-7

36. Warner R, Griffiths MD. A qualitative thematic analysis of exercise addiction: an exploratory study. Int J Ment Health Addict. (2006) 4(2006):13–26. doi: 10.1007/s11469-006-9000-5

37. Runge CE, Waller M, MacKenzie A, McGuire AC. Spouses of military members’ experiences and insights: qualitative analysis of responses to an open-ended question in a survey of health and wellbeing. PLoS One. (2014) 9(12):e114755. doi: 10.1371/journal.pone.0114755

38. Braun V, Clarke V. Using thematic analysis in psychology. Qual Res Psychol. (2006) 3(2):77–101. doi: 10.1191/1478088706qp063oa

39. Terry G, Hayfield N, Clarke V, Braun V. Thematic analysis. In: Carla Willig WSR, editor. The SAGE Handbook of Qualitative Research in Psychology. London: Sage (2017). p. 17–37.

40. Clarke V, Braun V. Thematic analysis. J Posit Psychol. (2017) 12(3):297–8. doi: 10.1080/17439760.2016.1262613

41. Braun V, Clarke V. Reflecting on reflexive thematic analysis. Qual Res Sport Exerc Health. (2019) 11(4):589–97. doi: 10.1080/2159676X.2019.1628806

42. Singh NS, Bogdanov S, Doty B, Haroz E, Girnyk A, Chernobrovkina V, et al. Experiences of mental health and functioning among conflict-affected populations: a qualitative study with military veterans and displaced persons in Ukraine. Am J Orthopsychiatry. (2021) 91(4):499–513. doi: 10.1037/ort0000537

43. Dooley CM, Carroll B, Fry LE, Seamon-Lahiff G, Bartone PT. A model for supporting grief recovery following traumatic loss: the tragedy assistance program for survivors (TAPS). Mil Med. (2019) 184(7–8):166–70. doi: 10.1093/milmed/usz084

44. Farnsworth ML, O'Neal CW. How work-related guilt informs parenting and adolescent psychological distress in military families. Fam Relat. (2022) 71(4):1575–92. doi: 10.1111/fare.12685

45. Murray H, Pethania Y, Medin E. Survivor guilt: a cognitive approach. Cogn Behav Ther. (2021) 14:e28. doi: 10.1017/S1754470X21000246

46. Dart J. Showing Israel the red card. Activists engaged in pro-Palestinian sport-related campaigns. Int J Sport Policy Politics. (2017) 9(3):521–39. doi: 10.1080/19406940.2017.1292303

47. Cooper JN, Keaton AC, Fine CF. Intergenerational activism in college sport: a critical examination of the civil rights, black power, and black lives matter movement eras. J Issues Intercoll Athl. (2023) 16(2):143–67. https://scholarcommons.sc.edu/jiia/vol16/iss2/5

48. Meier HE, Mutz M. Sport-related national pride in east and west Germany, 1992–2008: persistent differences or trends toward convergence? Sage Open. (2016) 6(3):1–10. doi: 10.1177/2158244016665893

49. Kobierecki MM. Sport in international relations. Expectations, possibilities and effects. Int Stud: Interdiscip Pol Cult J. (2013) 15(1):49–74. doi: 10.2478/ipcj-2013-0004

50. Elling A, Van Hilvoorde I, Van Den Dool R. Creating or awakening national pride through sporting success: a longitudinal study on macro effects in The Netherlands. Int Rev Sociol Sport. (2014) 49(2):129–51. doi: 10.1177/1012690212455961

51. Meier HE, Utesch T, Raue C, Uhlenbrock C, Chababi N, Strauss B. Fan identification and national identity. Sport Soc. (2019) 22(3):476–98. doi: 10.1080/17430437.2018.1504771

52. Dolan P, Connolly J. Sport, unity and conflict: an enduring social dynamic. Eur J Sport Soc. (2016) 13(3):189–96. doi: 10.1080/16138171.2016.1229836

53. Ouyang Y, Wang K, Zhang T, Peng L, Song G, Luo J. The influence of sports participation on body image, self-efficacy, and self-esteem in college students. Front Psychol. (2020) 10(2019):3039. doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2019.03039

54. McLoughlin G, Fecske CW, Castaneda Y, Gwin C, Graber K. Sport participation for elite athletes with physical disabilities: motivations, barriers, and facilitators. Adapt Phys Activ Q. (2017) 34(4):421–41. doi: 10.1123/apaq.2016-0127

55. Omar-Fauzee M, Mohd-Ali M, Geok SK, Ibrahim N. The participation motive in the paralympics. J Altern Perspect Soc Sci. (2010) 2(1):250–72.

56. Kerr JH, Mackenzie SH. Multiple motives for participating in adventure sports. Psychol Sport Exerc. (2012) 13(5):649–57. doi: 10.1016/j.psychsport.2012.04.002

57. Moradi J, Bahrami A, Dana A. Motivation for participation in sports based on athletes in team and individual sports. Phys Cult Sport Stud Res. (2020) 85(1):14–21. doi: 10.2478/pcssr-2020-0002

58. Scarpa S. Physical self-concept and self-esteem in adolescents and young adults with and without physical disability: the role of sports participation. Eur J Adap Phys Act. (2011) 4(1):38–53. doi: 10.5507/euj.2011.003

59. Popovych I, Semenov O, Hrys A, Aleksieieva M, Pavliuk M, Semenova N. Research on mental states of weightlifters’ self-regulation readiness for competitions. J Phys Educ Sport. (2022) 22(5):1134–44. doi: 10.7752/jpes.2022.05143

60. Cree A, Caddick N. Unconquerable heroes: invictus, redemption, and the cultural politics of narrative. J War Cult Stud. (2020) 13(3):258–78. doi: 10.1080/17526272.2019.1615707

61. Purdue DE, Howe PD. Empower, inspire, achieve:(dis) empowerment and the paralympic games. Disabil Soc. (2012) 27(7):903–16. doi: 10.1080/09687599.2012.695576

62. West B. Militarizing politics of recognition through the invictus games: post-heroic exalting of the armed forces. Am J Cult Sociol. (2022) 10(4):596–619. doi: 10.1057/s41290-022-00172-3

63. Meeuwsen S, Kreft L. Sport and politics in the twenty-first century. Sport Ethics Philos. (2023) 17(3):342–55. doi: 10.1080/17511321.2022.2152480

64. International Olympic Committee. Declaration by the IOC against the politicisation of sport (2024). Available online at: https://olympics.com/ioc/news/declaration-by-the-ioc-against-the-politicisation-of-sport (Accessed November 01, 2024).


Appendix. Survey questions


Survey 1


	(1)What is the main reason you decided to take part in this year's Warrior Games?

	(2)Could you describe any concerns you had about taking part in this year's Warrior Games?

	(3)Thinking about the time before your arrival in the UK, what were some of the challenges you experienced in relation to preparing for the Warrior Games?

	(4)Thinking about the upcoming weeks, what are you hoping to gain from your time preparing here in the UK?

	(5)And finally, is there anything else you would like to tell us about your preparations for the Warrior Games so far?





Survey 2


	(1)Could you briefly describe how you feel your preparations for the Warrior Games have gone?

	(2)Looking back on your preparations for the Warrior Games, what do you feel have been the benefits of the time you have spent here in the UK?

	(3)What has kept you motivated during your preparations for the Warrior Games?

	(4)Could you describe any challenges you have experienced during your preparations for the Warrior Games in the UK?

	(5)What are you most looking forward to about the upcoming Warrior Games?

	(6)Finally, is there anything else you would like to tell us about your preparations for the games or your experience in the UK over the last few weeks?





Survey 3


	(1)Could you reflect on anything you have learned, or any skills you have developed, during your time preparing for, and attending, the Warrior Games?

	(2)Do you think that any of the skills you have developed, or experiences you have had, will help you in your life back in Ukraine? If yes, could you tell us how.

	(3)Could you tell us about any experiences that stood out as particularly significant or memorable during your time preparing for, and attending the Warrior Games?

	(4)Could you describe your experience of being a member of team Ukraine and representing Ukraine at the Warrior Games?

	(5)What impact, if any, do you feel competing at the Warrior Games has had on you as a person, including how you feel about yourself, your life overall, and the future?

	(6)Could you describe any positive or negative impacts of your involvement in the Warrior Games on your overall health, well-being, or morale?
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