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Abstract 

 
As a result of the conflict in eastern Ukraine, there are at present hundreds of thousands of 

Ukrainian Donbass War veterans who participated in the Anti-Terrorist Operation (ATO) and Joint 

Forces Operation (JFO) who must now reintegrate into civilian life. Despite the great number of 

veterans who need to be reintegrated socially, politically, and economically into Ukrainian society, 

there is currently no comprehensive policy for ex-combatant reintegration in Ukraine. Applying 

the concept of social capital and based on interviews, observations, and documents, this qualitative 

case study investigates the nature and the role of social resources in ATO/JFO veterans’ social, 

political, and economic reintegration in Odessa. The analysis revealed that in the lack of social 

trust, social cohesion, shared values, and generalized reciprocity within the wider society, 

veterans’ ability to generate bridging social ties were undermined. On the other hand, widespread 

norms of trust, particularistic reciprocity, cohesion, and solidarity within the veteran networks 

made research participants to rely more on their bonding social ties among veterans. The study 

also finds that in the absence of overarching reintegration programs, veterans’ bonding social ties 

contributed significantly to all spheres of their reintegration. Despite the inward-looking nature of 

bonding social capital that tends to reinforce exclusive identities and homogeneous groups, all 

veterans to varied extent describe their bonding social ties with former military comrades as an 

important factor in facilitating social, political, and economic reintegration.    

 

Key words: Anti-Terrorist Operation, Joint Forces Operation, social capital, ex-combatant 

reintegration, veterans, case study, Odessa. 
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1. Introduction 
 

 

 

 

To have Friends, is Power: 

for they are strengths united 

(Hobbes, 2009/1651: 123). 

The disarmament, demobilization, and reintegration (DDR) of ex-combatants is an intricate 

process involving the military, political and social dimensions of the post-conflict environment 

(UN, 2014:24). The chronological sequence of DDR phases begins with disarmament and is 

further followed by the demobilization and reintegration of ex-combatants. (Özerdem, 2002:962-

963). Ex-combatant reintegration is a “social process, achieved through social interaction” 

(McMullin, 2013: 20). Yet, ex-combatant reintegration is not a smooth process and after 

demobilization ex-combatants face numerous difficulties in reintegrating into civilian life. The 

difficulties ex-combatants encounter range from unemployment due to the lack of relevant job 

skills (Kingma, 2000a:18; Kingma 2000b:28; Lundin, 1998:105, 108; Nubler, 2000:47), to 

aversion and distrust within the receiving communities leading to the stigmatization of ex-

combatants in society (Utas, 2003:250; IOM, 2019:19). This thesis uses the sociological concept 

of social capital to examine these issues, by investigating how Ukrainian ex-combatants who 

participated in Anti-Terrorist Operation (ATO)1 and Joint Forces Operation (JFO)2, deal with the 

potential challenges of reintegration by utilizing social resources they possess and nurture after 

demobilization. The concept of social capital has proven useful in investigating ex-combatant 

reintegration because in many cases studied (Bowd, 2008; Leff, 2008; Coletta, 1997; Kilroy and 

Basini, 2018), ex-combatants lack any significant economic or human capital3 and rely entirely on 

social capital to facilitate their reintegration into civilian life (Kilroy and Basini, 2018: 350; Leff, 

 
1 In Ukrainian: Антитерористична Операція (АТО). 
2 In Ukrainian: Операція Об'єднаних Сил (ООС). 
3 While economic capital refers to the conventional possession of economic assets such as money and property (see 

Tholen, 2005: 228; Bourdieu, 1986), human capital refers to education and work experience (see Lin, 2001: 97; 

Putnam, 2000: 18-19).  

https://uk.wikipedia.org/wiki/%D0%9E%D0%B1%27%D1%94%D0%B4%D0%BD%D0%B0%D0%BD%D0%B8%D0%B9_%D0%BE%D0%BF%D0%B5%D1%80%D0%B0%D1%82%D0%B8%D0%B2%D0%BD%D0%B8%D0%B9_%D1%88%D1%82%D0%B0%D0%B1_%D0%97%D0%A1_%D0%A3%D0%BA%D1%80%D0%B0%D1%97%D0%BD%D0%B8
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2008: 35). Social capital has been defined by several prominent scholars (Bourdieu, 1986; 

Coleman, 1988; 1990; Putnam, 1993; 2000) all of whom argue that human relationships and social 

networks are valuable social resources, as well as a form of capital which is no less important than 

economic and human capital. The Russian adage, “a hundred friends are worth more than a 

hundred rubles” exemplifies the significance of these networks (Grootaert, 1998:7).  Social capital 

can be tentatively defined4 as “the collection of resources owned by the members of an individual’s 

personal social network, which may become available to the individual as a result of the history of 

these relationships” (Van der Gaag and Snijders, 2004:155). 

The ways in which social capital operates through interactions between returning ex-

combatants and receiving communities will to a great extent determine the nature of ex-combatant 

reintegration and the overall socio-economic wellbeing within a society ridden by a conflict 

(Molloy, 2017:30; Serageldin and Grootaert, 2000:44). This renders the role of social capital in 

the reintegration of ATO/JFO veterans a compelling and highly relevant case to investigate.    

 

1.1 Research problem 

The conflict in eastern Ukraine has led to a situation where hundreds of thousands of Donbass war 

veterans who participated in ATO and JFO must now to reintegrate into civilian life. According to 

the latest statistics published in July 2021 there are 423, 076 officially registered ATO/JFO 

veterans in Ukraine (Ministry of Digital Transformation of Ukraine). Despite numerous veterans 

in Ukraine, who need to be reintegrated socially, politically, and economically, today there is no 

comprehensive policy on how to reintegrate these veterans into civilian life (International Alert, 

2019:2). Many ATO/JFO veterans face difficulties in their social, political, and economic 

reintegration due to negative attitudes towards veterans within Ukrainian society and labor market, 

combat-related psychological and mental disorders, physical disabilities, as well as lack of trust 

towards veterans (IOM, 2019). Although this relatively new and urgent need of ex-combatant 

reintegration in Ukraine is tackled both by Ukrainian government and international aid 

organizations, a comprehensive and all-inclusive approach to reintegration of Ukrainian ex-

 
4 Conceptualization of social capital and its nexus with ex-combatant reintegration will be presented in sections 4.1 

and 4.2. 



 3 

combatants has yet to be developed (UN, 2014). Lack of data on the experiences of the ATO/JFO 

veterans with ex-combatant reintegration in Ukraine further complicates efforts by international 

aid organizations to provide appropriate support in this area (IOM, 2020:4). The area of concern 

from the abovementioned issues is that there is a significant potential risk of increased 

vulnerability of ex-combatants who are not covered by any reintegration programs, since the DDR 

literature emphasizes that ex-combatants who are not assisted properly after demobilization can 

fall prey to radicalization and be attracted to criminal, violent and anti-social behavior (Leff, 

2008:14; Douglas, et.al., 2004:27; Porto, et.al., 2007:29; Knight and Özerdem, 2004:502). This 

risk is present in the case of Ukrainian ex-combatants and is a clear cause for concern that requires 

a proper consideration and understanding of the ways ATO/JFO veterans reintegrate into civilian 

life in the absence of a comprehensive reintegration policy. Moreover, lack of sufficient resources 

and inability of the Ukrainian government to provide for all ATO/JFO veterans (Van Metre and 

Boerstler, 2020), adds to the existing problem and it becomes important to understand how 

reintegration is experienced by ATO/JFO veterans, the type of social capital they possess and 

generate after demobilization, and the role social capital plays in the process of their reintegration.  

 

1.2 Aim and research questions 

This case study aims to advance an in-depth understanding of how ATO/JFO veterans perceive 

the nature and the role of social capital that they possess and generate after demobilization, as well 

as the implications this has in the process of their social, political, and economic reintegration. The 

overarching research question of this study is:    

How do ATO/JFO veterans describe the social capital they possess, generate, and 

utilize after demobilization, and how do they perceive the contribution of social 

resources to their social, political, and economic reintegration?  

Three operational questions will guide and support the central research question. The 

operational questions are motivated by the premises of social capital theory and will structure the 

analysis. The first operational question concerns the experiences of ATO/JFO veterans within the 

wider society and the nature of social capital that veterans possess and generate throughout their 

social reintegration. The purpose of this question is to explore veterans’ experiences with the 
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sources of social capital that lead to the nurturing of bonding and/or bridging social capital, as well 

as the implications of this process for their social reintegration. While “bonding social capital” is 

“inward-looking” and is limited to the interactions among in-group members, the “bridging social 

capital” is “outward looking” and tends to materialize in the interactions with out-group members5 

(Putnam, 2000:22-23).  The second operational question concerns the symbolic sources of social 

capital, and the capacity of the possessed bonding and/or bridging social capital to facilitate 

ATO/JFO veterans’ political participation and decision making in the process of political 

reintegration. The third operational question concerns the capacity of bonding and/or bridging 

social capital to impact ATO/JFO veterans’ livelihoods and the nature of social resources that 

facilitate their economic reintegration. Two sources of social capital, namely norms of trust and 

reciprocity, are at the heart of the third operational question. These research questions will be 

scrutinized and theoretically contextualized in chapter 4 of this thesis. Hence, the operational 

research questions of this study are: 

 

1. How do ATO/JFO veterans describe the nature of social trust, social cohesion and 

shared values within the society and how do these facilitate the generation of bonding 

and bridging social capital in the process of social reintegration?  

 

2. How do ATO/JFO veterans describe the role of reputation and prestige in gaining 

access to political decision-making mechanisms, and how does possessed social 

capital contribute to their political reintegration?  

 

3.  How do ATO/JFO veterans describe the norms of trust and reciprocity within the 

available bonding and bridging social capital that have an impact on their livelihoods, 

and what kind of social ties facilitate their economic reintegration? 

 

 

 
5 A more detailed discussion on the concepts of bonding and bridging social capital is presented in chapters 3 and 4. 
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1.3 Delimitations 

There are several limitations that need to be addressed at the outset of this study. Firstly, the 

research site in this bounded case study (Creswell and Poth, 2018:98) is limited to Odessa in 

Ukraine due to the lack of research on ex-combatant reintegration in this city. Secondly, it is 

important to draw delimitation between ATO/JFO veterans and other Ukrainian veterans who 

participated in combat in different historical contexts such as e.g., the Great Patriotic War (GPW), 

Soviet-Afghan war and peacekeeping missions throughout the world. The research participants in 

this study are limited to ATO/JFO veterans who participated in hostilities in Donbas and were 

demobilized at different stages of the conflict since 2014, as well as to representatives of the 

Ministry for Veteran Affairs (MVA), veteran NGOs and public veteran organizations. It is 

important to mention that individuals from among the families of the veterans and from the 

receiving communities are not included as research participants. Thirdly, this study is limited to 

the reintegration phase of DDR and the other two phases, namely disarmament and demobilization 

will not be the focus of this investigation. Lastly, methodologically this study is limited to a 

qualitative case study (Stake, 1995), and other quantitative methods such as surveys and statistical 

analysis will not be applied. The reasoning behind limiting the methodology in this fashion is 

explained in chapter 5.   

 

1.4 Chapter outline 

This thesis consists of seven chapters. Following this introductory chapter, the second chapter will 

briefly touch upon the socio-political environment in Ukraine since the conflict started in 2014, as 

well as the historical background and the current situation of ex-combatant reintegration of 

ATO/JFO veterans in Ukraine and particularly Odessa. The third chapter presents the previous 

research on the role of social capital in ex-combatant reintegration. The fourth chapter presents the 

analytical framework where key concepts and theories will be defined and elaborated, which will 

further enable to frame the structure of the analysis. The fifth chapter focuses on the methodology, 

as well as various strategies in relation to credibility and research ethics. The sixth chapter presents 

the findings of this study, which will be organized in correspondence with the operational research 
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questions and the analytical framework. The seventh chapter summarizes the findings of this 

investigation and suggests recommendations for future research.   
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2. Historical background 

As the aim of this study is to understand the nature of social capital and its role in the reintegration 

of ATO/JFO veterans, it is necessary to provide background information about the socio-political 

environment in Ukraine since the outbreak of the conflict, as well as the current situation of ex-

combatant reintegration and ATO/JFO veterans in Ukraine, and Odessa in particular.     

 

2.1 Conflict in Donbas and social schism in Ukraine 

The outbreak of the conflict in 2014 between pro-Russian separatists and the Ukrainian 

government in Eastern Ukraine has drastically changed the social and political landscape of 

Ukraine. The annexation of Crimea by Russia and the pro-Russian separatism in Donbas have led 

to a social and political split among Ukrainians due to bifurcated political views and cultural values 

that set Ukrainian citizens against each other (Judah, 2016). Along with the conflict in Donbas, the 

pro-Russian protests demanding separation from Ukraine were spread to other regions of Ukraine 

and periodic violence also broke out in other cities of eastern and southern Ukraine, including 

Odessa. In May 2014, the attempts by pro Kremlin supporters to establish Odessa Peoples 

Republic6 (OPR) were not successful and the violent clashes in Odessa resulted in dozens of deaths 

(Zhurzhenko, 2014:262). Consequently, the cultural, social, and political bifurcations among 

Ukrainian citizens in eastern and southern regions of Ukraine intensified (ibid:249-251).  

Since 2014 thousands of Ukrainians have voluntarily enlisted to the army to restore 

Ukraine’s territorial integrity (Cancio, et. al., 2020:223). On the other hand, however, pro-Russian 

attitudes prevail among the citizens of Ukraine in eastern and southern regions of the country, 

where a large portion of population believes that unification of Crimea with Russia was done with 

the goodwill of Crimea’s inhabitants and that the military conflict in Donbass can be characterized 

as a civil war7 (Sereda, 2021). The public attitudes towards ATO/JFO veterans also tend to differ 

 
6 Одесская Народная Республика (ОНР).  
7 The survey results of this unpublished study were presented at 25th Annual World Convention of the Association 

for the Study of Nationalities (ASN), that took place online between 5-8 May 2021.    
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from region to region. The recent survey results show that while the public attitudes towards 

ATO/JFO veterans are highly positive in the western regions of Ukraine, the attitudes in eastern 

and southern regions are much more negative (Martsenyuk and Kvit, 2020:176-177). Hence, the 

conflict in eastern Ukraine has produced a “divided nation” with damaged social capital and a lack 

of social cohesion (Zhurzhenko, 2014:249).     

                

2.2 Ex-combatant reintegration in Ukraine 

Since the conflict in eastern Ukraine broke out in 2014, the demobilization and reintegration of 

ex-combatants in Ukraine have been continuously evolving issues. The Ukrainian government has 

encountered multiple difficulties in reintegrating ATO/JFO veterans into civilian life, creating an 

alarming gap in Ukraine’s national security and hampering its democratic progress (Van Metre 

and Boerstler, 2020:2). In November 2018, the Ministry for Veteran Affairs (MVA) was founded 

in Ukraine to improve the reintegration of ATO/JFO veterans and to tackle the challenges of ex-

combatant reintegration (International Alert, 2019: 3). Despite this effort, the current veteran 

support system leads to the incoherent allocation of resources for carrying out reintegration 

programs, owing to its mixture of government programs and departments from Soviet and post-

independence periods (Van Metre and Boerstler, 2020:6). The ex-combatant reintegration system 

in Ukraine is further jeopardized and undermined by widespread corruption, onerous bureaucratic 

procedures, and a lack of socially and politically sustainable and consistent policy on ex-combatant 

reintegration (International Alert, 2019:2). Moreover, despite the existing legislation that assigns 

ATO/JFO veterans with variety of services and benefits, veterans struggle to get access to these 

services due to the lack of coordinative cooperation between various veteran institutions that are 

responsible for the reintegration process (Martsenyuk, et. al., 2019:8).  

There have been attempts by international aid organizations to support ex-combatant 

reintegration in Ukraine. One of the main actors involved in this process is the inter-governmental 

organization called International Organization for Migration (IOM). IOM has launched a project 

to support the reintegration of ATO/JFO veterans in terms of psychological rehabilitation, social 

reintegration initiatives at community level, and economic reintegration by training the veterans 

to acquire necessary skills to gain sustainable employment or to start businesses (IOM, 2019:2). 

This project was designed to support 450 veterans in Kiev, Lvov, and Dnipro due to the large 
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concentration of veterans in these regions (ibid). IOM has not initiated reintegration projects for 

ATO/JFO veterans in other regions of Ukraine, including Odessa.8 Thus, the benefits of this and 

other similar projects do not encompass ATO/JFO veterans in all regions of Ukraine, and it is 

unlikely to meet the needs of the entire Ukrainian veteran population.        

  

2.3 Ex-combatant reintegration in Odessa 

Information about ex-combatant reintegration in Odessa is scarce, consisting primarily of material 

produced by various Ukrainian media outlets. Academic research on ex-combatant reintegration 

in Odessa is currently very limited, as will be explained in the literature review. Therefore, 

considering the scarcity of reliable, in-depth secondary sources on ATO/JFO veterans and their 

reintegration in Odessa, this section will make use of primary data obtained by the author through 

interviews conducted with representatives of MVA, Odessa Veteran Union (OVU), Public Veteran 

Organizations9 (PVOs), and Veterans Hub Odesa (VHO).   

According to the MVA, there is no statistical data on the exact number of ATO/JFO veterans 

for each region of Ukraine due to the constantly increasing number of veterans, as well as the lack 

of a properly developed database (Participant 5, MVA, 2021).10 Nevertheless, MVA and the local 

veteran NGO in Odessa estimate the approximate number of ATO/JFO veterans who possess the 

Participant of Combat Activities (PCA)11 status to be 15.000 in Odessa oblast and 400012 in the 

city of Odessa (Participant 5, MVA, 2021; Participant 3, VHO, 2021).13 The existing state budget 

for veteran reintegration in Odessa oblast is not sufficient to provide all veterans with necessary 

services and benefits (Participant 5, MVA, 2021). For example, the resources allocated for Odessa 

oblast last year could only provide 191 veterans with psychological rehabilitation and the services 

of sanatorium-resort treatment (ibid). Due to the lack of sufficient financial resources, the MVA 

in Odessa welcomes all kinds of altruistic efforts by volunteers, NGOs and PVOs to contribute to 

 
8 This information is received through e-mail conversation with the national communications officer at IOM Mission 

in Ukraine. March 10, 2021. 
9 Общественные Ветеранские Организации. 
10 From the interview with the deputy head of Odessa regional department of the MVA. March 23, 2021, Odessa.  
11 In Ukrainian: Учасник Бойових Дій (УБД). It is a status granted to ATO/JFO veterans who participated in 

hostilities in Donbas region. 
12 These numbers are as of January 2021. 
13 From the interview with the head of NGO called Veterans Hub Odesa (VHO). March 17, 2021, Odessa. 
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the ex-combatant reintegration in Odessa (Participant 4, MVA, 2021).14 The head of Odessa 

regional department of the MVA said, “we do not monopolize the reintegration of veterans […] 

there is enough work for everyone”15 (ibid).  

One of the main actors that actively deals with ex-combatant reintegration in Odessa is VHO. 

VHO was established in August 2019 with international financial support and assistance from the 

British Embassy in Ukraine, United States Department of State, the Canadian international 

organization “Stabilization Support Services”, and the International Organization “International 

Research and Exchanges Board” (IREX) (Participant 3, VHO, 2021). Both MVA and VHO 

underline the joint Ukraine-Norway project that, along with other cities of Ukraine, was also 

conducted in Odessa to contribute to the ex-combatant reintegration in the region. During the year 

2020 around one thousand ATO/JFO veterans have contacted and requested support from VHO in 

Odessa (ibid: 3).  

Although governmental programs aimed at social and economic reintegration of ATO/JFO 

veterans have been approved by the decree of the Cabinet of Ministers of Ukraine (Participant 4, 

2021), there is no specific targeted reintegration program under way in Odessa oblast nor in the 

city of Odessa (Participant 3, VHO, 2021). VHO is actively working with the Ukrainian authorities 

for an integrated approach to solve existing problems and to create a basis for effective ex-

combatant reintegration in Odessa (ibid). The goal of the VHO is to create conditions where 

ATO/JFO veterans in Odessa can self-develop, can be self-sufficient, earn money through 

employment or business and so that veterans do not petition the government for help (ibid). The 

head of this local NGO in Odessa epitomized the goal of VHO in the following way: “we do not 

ask for fish, we ask for a fishing rod”16 (ibid). Lack of comprehensive reintegration programs 

throughout Ukraine (including Odessa) can be explained by the shortage of sufficient financial 

support from the Ukrainian government, which has so far failed to create a resource base for the 

MVA independent from other local, regional, and national institutions (Participant 4, 2021).    

The financing of veteran NGOs and PVOs by MVA in Odessa and throughout Ukraine is a 

competitive process. The veteran organizations must submit their applications describing their 

planned project, and a commission within MVA decides who receives the funding (Participant 4, 

 
14 From the interview with the head of Odessa regional department of the MVA. March 23, 2021, Odessa. 
15 ”Мы не монополизируем реинтеграцию ветеранов [...] работы хватает на всех”. 
16 “Мы не просим рыбу, мы просим удочку”. 
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2021). For example, so far this year (2021) there were over forty veteran organizations and 

associations throughout Ukraine that applied for funding, and only eight of them, including VHO 

from Odessa, could receive the funding (Participant 4 and 5, 2021). Last year (2020) Ukrainian 

government allocated 20 million UAH17 for various reintegration projects for ATO/JFO veterans 

in Odessa oblast (Participant 5, MVA, 2021). This year (2021) MVA has allocated only 8.5 million 

UAH for veteran projects in Odessa (Participant 4, MVA, 2021). Other veteran organizations 

whose applications are not approved by the commission are left on their own to find funding for 

their activities (Participant, 5, MVA, 2021). The head of the Odessa Veteran Union (OVU) that 

consists of eleven veteran PVOs in Odessa oblast, considers this approach of the MVA to be 

irrational and unjust (Participant 1, 2021)18. According to the head of OVU, it is impossible to 

seriously engage in ex-combatant reintegration when last year OVU received only 300.000 UAH 

from the budget, which covered only the basic expenditures such as the rent for the locale and 

essential office supplies (ibid). People work at OVU on a voluntary basis without being paid and 

many essential items such as computers, furniture and office equipment are brough either by 

people working at OVU or volunteers who make donations (ibid). As for the ex-combatant 

reintegration in Odessa, the MVA is not seriously engaged financially in the reintegration of 

ATO/JFO veterans, and this burden by and large lies on various PVOs that do their best to bring 

veterans back into normal civilian lives (ibid).  

As can be seen, ex-combatant reintegration of ATO/JFO veterans in Ukraine is an emerging 

process with numerous challenges and difficulties. Hence, in such a complicated situation in which 

ATO/JFO veterans get insufficient support and access to properly developed reintegration 

programs, it becomes even more important to explore the role of social capital in the process of 

ex-combatant reintegration. As such, the next chapter will review the existing literature on this 

topic.  

 

 

 
17 Ukrainian hryvnia (Ukrainian currency). 
18 From the interview with the head of Odessa Veteran Union (OVU). March 9, 2021, Odessa.  
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3. Literature review 

There is a long academic tradition of studying social capital in various research areas and 

disciplines that demonstrate the importance and diverse uses of social capital. Since this study 

seeks to understand the nature of the social capital generated and possessed by ATO/JFO veterans 

and its role in their reintegration, this literature review will specifically focus on the positive and 

negative aspects of social capital, which has been studied by two different research camps. Further, 

the bonding and bridging forms of social capital will be scrutinized within the existing literature 

in conjunction with examining their potential utility for ex-combatants during reintegration. 

Towards the end of this chapter, the existing research gaps in DDR literature and in research on 

ATO/JFO veterans’ reintegration will be addressed. Finally, this chapter will elaborate on how this 

study can be positioned within the reviewed literature, as well as how this study seeks to fill the 

existing research gaps and extend the parameters of the reviewed literature.  

 

3.1 Positive and negative social capital 

At the risk of simplification, previous research on the role of social capital in human productivity 

and wellbeing can be categorized into those emphasizing its positive implications (‘positive social 

capital’) and those emphasizing its negative implications (‘negative social capital’). Whereas the 

positive social capital tends to serve as a beneficial social resource at individual and collective 

levels (Hanifan, 1916; Bourdieu, 1986; Coleman, 1988; Putnam, 2000; Flap, 2002; Lin, et.al., 

1981), the negative social capital tends to lead to corruption and cronyism (Narayan, 1999), 

criminality and anti-social behavior (Ostrom, 2000; Nussio and Oppenheim, 2014; Rubio, 1997), 

discrimination, nepotism and the exclusion of outsiders (Portes, 1998; Waldinger, 1995), ethnic 

schisms and sectarianism (Portes, 2014), extremism and radicalization (van Deth and Zmerli, 

2010), and even violence and genocide (McDoom, 2014). This section will briefly present the 

research on these two aspects of social capital, starting with the positive social capital. 
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One of the often-cited statement on the positive features of social capital dates to 1916, when 

Lyda Hanifan made use of the term to describe the role of social ties and community participation 

for prosperous schools. Hanifan referred to the function of social capital as follows: 

 

The individual is helpless socially, if left to himself. If he comes into contact 

with his neighbor, and they with other neighbors, there will be an 

accumulation of social capital, which may immediately satisfy his social needs 

and which may bear a social potentiality sufficient to the substantial 

improvement of living conditions in the whole community. The community 

as a whole will benefit by the cooperation of all its parts, while the individual 

will find in his associations the advantages of the help, sympathy, and the 

fellowship of his neighbors (1916:130).  

 

According to Pierre Bourdieu, the “connections” that are the source of social capital, are 

convertible into other forms of capital, including economic capital (1986:243). Likewise, James 

Coleman emphasizes on the productiveness of social capital that contributes to the attainment of 

certain goals that would be impossible in the absence of social capital (1988:98). According to 

Coleman social capital is a public good embedded in the structure of relations among individuals 

(ibid:116). Robert Putnam refers to social capital as a “civic virtue” (2000:19). According to 

Putnam, the main premise of social capital is the embedded value in social networks (2000:18-19), 

since the key assumption is that social ties have a positive impact on the productivity of individuals 

and groups (ibid:19). The social networks act as channels for the stream of useful information that 

enable individuals to achieve their goals (Putnam, 2000:289). Robert Putnam claims that personal 

connections that constitute social capital are crucial in getting a job and the lack of social capital 

diminishes the chances of economic prosperity, even if an individual is endowed with human 

capital, namely talent, education, and experience (2000:289). Networking is a key asset in the 

toolbox of the aspiring job seekers since most people gain employment “because of whom they 

know, not what they know” (ibid:319). Social ties and social networks can determine “who gets a 

job, a bonus, a promotion and other employment benefits”, as well as can provide people with 

“advice, job leads, strategic information and letters of recommendation” (Putnam, 2000:319). Nan 

Lin explains that “the testimonies provided by these social ties on behalf of the initiating actor may 

further assure the target organization of his or her human capital” (2001:193). According to Nan 

Lin, these testimonies serve as a guarantee assuring the employer that a potential employee 

possesses necessary education and experience, and is reliable, sociable, and loyal (2001:193). 
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Thus, one of the positive aspects of social capital is that “it is good at getting ahead” (Putnam, 

2000:319).       

Furthermore, research has recognized the positive role of social capital in areas of human 

life outside of the economic sphere. According to Henk Flap, besides economic rewards, social 

resources also help to meet other individual and collective needs such as “physical safety, 

companionship, social esteem and good health” (2002:34). Claude Fischer states that “social 

networks are important in all our lives, often for finding jobs, more often for finding a helping 

hand, companionship, or a shoulder to cry on” (1977:19). Robert Putnam believes that social 

capital is crucial in maintaining physical and mental health, it improves psychological well-being, 

and it enables individuals to better deal with traumas, diseases, and depression (2000:289). There 

are numerous studies that have recognized the positive role of social ties and interpersonal relations 

as a determinant factor for happiness and psychological well-being (Billings and Moos, 1982; 

Kaplan et.al., 1987; Cohen et.al., 1982; Myers, 1999; Argyle, 1987; Diener, 1984; 1994; Myers 

and Diener, 1995).  

Although Robert Putnam stresses the significance of social capital at individual and 

collective levels, he also acknowledges the downside of social capital that can be mobilized for 

“malicious and antisocial purposes” (2000:22). Thus, whereas the positive implications of social 

capital are “mutual support and cooperation”, the negative expressions of social capital include 

“sectarianism, ethnocentrism and corruption” (ibid). Putnam discusses two forms of social capital, 

namely “bridging or inclusive” and “bonding or exclusive” social capital (2000:22-23). While 

bonding social capital is “inward looking” and as a rule amplifies “exclusive identities and 

homogeneous groups”, bridging social capital is “outward looking” and involves cooperation with 

people of diverse social and economic backgrounds (Putnam, 2000:22). Since bonding social 

capital generates strong in-group loyalty and strong out-group intolerance, it might be assumed 

that this form of social capital will produce negative outcomes (ibid:23). Nevertheless, Putnam 

claims that, in many cases both bridging and bonding social capital can have equally strong 

positive social effects, since “many groups simultaneously bond along some social dimensions and 

bridge across others” (ibid).  

Moving on to negative manifestations of social capital, it is equally important to examine 

the downsides of social capital. Empirical research has demonstrated the negative features of social 

capital, labelling the term variously as “unsocial capital” (Levi, 1996), “perverse” social capital 
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(Rubio, 1997), “uncivil” social capital (Callahan, 2005), “anti-social capital” (Nussio and 

Oppenheim, 2014) and “criminal capital” (Mccarthy and Hagan, 1995), all of which describe 

negative manifestations of social capital. In the absence of a coherent definition of negative social 

capital, it would be useful to discuss the impact and consequences of negative social capital within 

a given social fabric (van Deth and Zmerli, 2010:632). If social capital leads to a decrease of 

positively valued set of conditions such as social equality and tolerance or to a rise of negatively 

valued set of conditions such as corruption and inequality, then these kinds of social relations can 

be characterized as negative consequences of social capital (ibid). Robert Putnam proposes that 

“social inequalities may be embedded in social capital”, since norms and networks that provide 

some groups with social resources may exclude others, especially if “the norms are discriminatory 

and the networks socially segregated” (2000:358). Thus, while some people can be included and 

fully benefit from social capital, others can be excluded and denied access to the same social 

resources (ibid). Alejandro Portes (1998) has also acknowledged that bonding forms of social 

capital lead to the exclusion of outsiders. Portes suggests that “ethnic niches emerge when a group 

is able to colonize a particular sector of employment in such a way that members have privileged 

access to new job openings, while restricting that of outsiders” (1998:13). Portes further argues 

that “social ties can provide privileged access to resources, and they can also restrict individual 

freedoms and bar outsiders from gaining access to the same resources through particularistic 

preferences” (1998:21). Thus, as Roger Waldinger suggests, while social ties enable community 

members to efficiently engage in economic exchanges, they also implicitly impede the 

opportunities of outsiders (1995:557). The literature indicates that this bounded form of group 

solidarity is not limited to ethnicity and includes religious, linguistic, cultural, and other affiliations 

which exclude outsiders who do not fit the ingroup norms of behavior (Portes, 2014:18407). There 

is evidence to suggest that in such situations where the manifestations of bonding social capital 

are very strong, and the opportunities and freedoms of outsiders are diminished, the chances for 

widespread “corruption and cronyism” will be high (Narayan, 1999). 

Mauricio Rubio has shown that the excessive reliance on bonding social capital and 

inability to foster bridging social relations can prompt individuals into delinquency (1997:806). 

Similarly, Elinor Ostrom explains “the dark side of social capital” that bolsters the activities of 

gangs, cartels, Mafia, and even authoritarian governments ruled by military, all of which use social 

capital as the basis of their organizational structure to develop their own social capital and weaken 
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other forms of social capital (2000:176-177). Religious organizations and groups with sectarian 

and extremist tendencies achieve their goals through bonding social capital embedded in networks, 

trust, and shared values (van Deth and Zmerli, 2010:633-634). Likewise, members in non-state 

armed groups and terrorist organizations demonstrate high levels of ingroup bonding and lack of 

bridging social capital, which produces distrust and social distance in relation to outsiders (Nussio 

and Oppenheim, 2014:999-1000). It is suggested that the “trust”, as the main factor that provides 

in-group members with benefits, in turn creates a reciprocal distrust towards outgroup members 

(Gambetta, 1988; Newton, 2007). Nevertheless, there is a reason for caution. Although Mauricio 

Rubio in his study refers to social capital embedded in illicit and anti-social activities as “perverse 

social capital”, he also underlines the “reward system” that no matter how bad it is benefits those 

who follow the rules of the game (1997:815).  

According to Richard Bowd, the bonding form of social capital can also contribute to the 

initiation and escalation of violent conflict since bonding and inward-looking social ties are more 

likely to strengthen “exclusive identities”, “homogenize the group”, spread intolerance towards 

other groups and shape an “us versus them” mentality (2008:96). The literature has shown that the 

consequences of “excessive communitarianism” and anti-social norms may spill over to areas 

other than economic and impact the social and political wellbeing of a country, which may lead to 

conflict and violence (Portes, 2014:18407; Ostrom, 2000:177). Margaret Levi argues that the 

collective action that Robert Putnam praises is not always laudable, and there are numerous cases 

where collective action was a harmful practice, such as e.g., in Bosnia and Rwanda (1996:52). The 

social networks and ties in which social capital is embedded can stimulate “coordination, 

cooperation and cohesion to solve socially undesirable collective action”, such as “genocidal 

collective action” (McDoom, 2014:866). Through interviews with the perpetrators of the Rwandan 

genocide, Omar Shahabudin McDoom found that the choice to participate in genocidal collective 

action was mainly affected by the interpersonal networks in which perpetrators of violent acts were 

embedded (2014:866). McDoom explains the functional role of social connections in collective 

violence since networks have significant impact on “information diffusion, social influence and 

behavioral regulation” (2014:867).  

The reviewed literature demonstrates that beside the benevolent effect that social capital 

has on human productivity and wellbeing, its bonding and inward-looking elements can also lead 

to intolerance, discrimination, social inequality, anti-social behavior, illicit activities, violence and 
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even genocide. Nevertheless, it is important to mention that the way bonding social capital 

functions at individual and collective levels is “context specific” (van Deth and Zmerli, 2000:638), 

and depends on the nature of social relations (Brewer, 1999). The theoretical distinction between 

positive and negative aspects of social capital can be explained by, but not limited to, the concepts 

of “bonding and bridging social capital” (Putnam, 2000:22-23; Deth and Zmerli, 2010:632-633).  

The next section will review the literature that discuss the role of bonding and bridging social 

capital in ex-combatant reintegration.       

          

3.2 Social capital in ex-combatant reintegration 

The literature on the role of social capital in ex-combatant reintegration is predominantly occupied 

with either how it can be utilized in reintegration programs or with contested views on the effects 

of bonding and bridging social capital, which was discussed in the previous section. The 

widespread postulate within the DDR literature and policy is that for successful reintegration to 

take place, ex-combatants should reduce their reliance on bonding social capital by loosening their 

ties with former military comrades, and instead engage in building bridging social capital within 

the wider society (Willems and Leeuwen, 2014; Nussio and Oppenheim, 2014; Nilsson, 2008; 

Christensen and Utas, 2008; Podder, 2017; Porto, et. al., 2007; Knight and Özerdem, 2004). On 

the other hand, there is research that stresses both forms of social capital to be equally important 

for successful ex-combatant reintegration, and that the bonding social capital embedded in military 

networks can act as an essential and decisive support mechanism when other forms of capital are 

either damaged or non-existent (Colletta, 1997; de Vries and Wieging, 2011; Humphreys and 

Weinstein, 2007; Brewer, 2001; Torjesen, 2013; Schulhofer-Wohl and Sambanis, 2010; Kilroy 

and Basini, 2018; Molloy, 2017).  

It is argued that successful ex-combatant reintegration is determined by the degree ex-

combatants are accepted and welcomed by their communities (Porto, et. al., 2007:31). Therefore, 

it is suggested that ex-combatants should actively engage in developing and strengthening of 

bridging social capital, especially “the social networks that transcend military allegiances during 

conflict” (ibid). The lack of bridging element of social capital is considered as a risk that may 

threaten peace and security, as well as hinder the effective ex-combatant reintegration (Knight and 

Özerdem, 2004:502). According to Rens Willems and Mathijs Leeuwen, sustainable reintegration 
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requires that ex-combatants detach from their former military networks and develop bridging 

social ties within their communities (2014: 316). It is suggested that persisting military networks 

among ex-combatants are harmful for successful reintegration and may contribute to their return 

to violence (Nilsson, 2008; Christensen and Utas, 2008). Anders Nilsson refers to the former 

military networks among ex-combatants in Congo and Sierra Leone as “dangerous liaisons” 

(2008:178). Likewise, through survey data and qualitative interviews with Colombian paramilitary 

ex-combatants, Enzo Nussio and Ben Oppenheim found that “the accumulation of bonding social 

capital among paramilitary ex-combatants reduces the potential of bridging and participation in 

local communities” (2014:1001). Ex-combatants’ reliance on the military networks, can lead to a 

situation where ex-combatants may utilize their military skills in various illicit activities and fail 

to successfully reintegrate into civilian life (Podder, 2017:148). Hence, the above-mentioned 

research maintains that the precondition for successful ex-combatant reintegration is to break the 

contact with former military networks and to nurture bridging social connections within the wider 

society.  

Despite the negative consequences of bonding social capital among ex-combatants, it is 

also important to acknowledge that sometimes in the absence of economic opportunities and 

welcoming communities, ex-combatants do not have a lot of choices other than to stick to their 

military networks, which contain trustworthy contacts and hold high levels of social capital, which 

serve as beneficial resources and crucial assets in achieving economic, political and other ends 

(Torjesen, 2013:8; Leff, 2008:14). Nat Colletta argues that, along with the bridging social capital, 

“informal networks of ex-combatants, discussion groups, veterans’ associations, and joint 

economic ventures are key elements for successful economic and social reintegration” (1997:6). 

These networks among ex-combatants can be particularly useful in the absence of other forms of 

social capital (ibid). Nat Colletta’s field data from case studies in sub-Saharan Africa demonstrates 

that any form of social capital, including former military networks facilitate the reintegration 

process, which provide ex-combatants with “psychosocial and economic sustenance” (1997:10). 

Likewise, Hugo de Vries and Nikkie Wiegnik believe that, since the receiving communities consist 

of people who may have different experiences and views of the conflict, military contacts 

established during war can be the only available option for a socio-economic rehabilitation, as well 

as be quite “constructive for the socio-economic opportunities” of ex-combatants (2011:39). 

According to de Vries and Wiegnik, “participation in networks of reciprocal relations provides ex-
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combatants with social, political and economic benefits, and ex-combatants may find jobs for, or 

hire, each other, or provide each other with other basic necessities” (2011:42-43). Consequently, 

no matter if there is a DDR program under way or not, it is quite natural for ex-combatants to stick 

together in an uncertain post-demobilization environment when the bonding ties among ex-

combatants provide more opportunities in the process of reintegration (ibid:44).    

According to Marylinn Brewer, the lack of bridging social ties and the excessive reliance 

on bonding social ties among ex-combatants is not overly problematic or dangerous (2001:47). On 

the contrary, “by maintaining ties to other ex-combatants and the former military units, ex-

combatants may secure their welfare, and stability may increase” (ibid:47). Likewise, Macartan 

Humphreys and Jeremy Weinstein believe that ex-combatants who distance from their military 

networks have less chances “to successfully reintegrate into the economy, their community or the 

country’s political life” (2007:548). Johan Schulhofer-Wohl and Nicholas Sambanis argue that the 

role of veteran networks should not be undermined in ex-combatant reintegration since “the ties 

that develop between comrades-in-arms during war prove useful in individuals’ attempt to adjust 

to the post-conflict environment”, especially in a situation where the trust between ex-combatants 

is reinforced due to common experiences at war and the distrust towards civilians and other actors 

is prevailing (2010:24). While the aim of DDR is to disrupt the military networks among ex-

combatants so that they do not return to violence, it is important to understand that “social capital 

is not built from scratch in a post-demobilization environment” (ibid:351). Walt Kilroy and Helen 

Basini argue that regardless the nature of social capital, it is important to understand how all forms 

of social ties interact with the processes of ex-combatant reintegration since “during the course of 

the war entirely new networks, norms and trust may be built up as dictated by opportunity, survival 

or circumstances” (2018:351). Consequently, beside the bridging element of social capital that 

links ex-combatants to the wider community, bonding form of social capital among ex-combatants 

can also contribute to their reintegration (Molloy, 2017:30), since “social capital can be effective 

notwithstanding moral disapproval on the use of certain social connections” (Bourdieu and de 

Saint Martin, 1982:42).  

The reviewed literature demonstrates that social capital is embedded in binary systems of 

interaction characterized by bonding and/or bridging forms of social ties, which determine and 

explain its positive and/or negative outcomes. However, according to Robert Putnam, “bonding 

and bridging are not ‘either or’ categories into which social networks can be neatly divided” but 
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are rather aspects along which it is possible to juxtapose and analyze various forms of social capital 

(2000:23). Moreover, I believe that positive and negative aspects of social capital are based on 

specific, subjective values, and the source and positionality of those values is often unclear within 

the literature. Rather than social capital being objectively good or bad, academic speculations on 

the positive and negative effects of social capital are subjective and are judged as such based on 

the impact they have on different parties. Rather than presenting appropriate historical and cultural 

context to explain the source of these value judgements, much of the literature instead frames these 

effects as ‘positive’ or ‘negative’ social capital in an objective manner. It is also questionable 

whether it is the nature of the social capital itself that is positive or negative, or if the determining 

factor for this judgement is the nature of the group where the individual obtains the social capital. 

It is suggested that since negative social interactions “form a minority and occur less 

frequently”, it is harder to identify the negative effects of social capital (Van der Gaag and Snijders, 

2004:160). Moreover, “the sensitive nature of such information” makes it harder to investigate the 

negative implications of social capital, which would also require a different methodological 

approach (ibid). Consequently, this study can be positioned within the literature addressing the 

positive effects of social capital. However, this predisposition does not exclude the possibility of 

negative effects of social capital to be present in the accounts of ATO/JFO veterans due to the 

explorative nature of this study.  

 

3.3 Research gaps in DDR and ex-combatant reintegration 

in Ukraine 

There have been numerous scholarly attempts to account for ex-combatant reintegration. As a rule, 

research on ex-combatant reintegration tends to focus on the programmatic approach such as the 

planning, implementation, and assessment of reintegration programs (Molloy, 2017), challenges 

of reintegration programs (McMullin, 2013), ex-combatants’ perceptions of reintegration 

programs (Ströhle, 2010), ex-combatants’ satisfaction (Phayal, et. al., 2015), and experiences with 

reintegration programs (Willems and van Leeuwen 2014). This programmatic approach presents 

the “lessons learned” and attempts to explain the success or failure of a particular reintegration 

program (Humphreys and Weinstein, 2007:532). However, studying ex-combatant reintegration 
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within the confines of reintegration programs neglects the fact that in some societies DDR 

initiatives might be either at the initial stage or non-existent, which leaves ex-combatants and local 

communities to deal with the issues related to reintegration process on their own (Nilsson, 

2005:23). Moreover, there is little evidence that reintegration programs at the micro level facilitate 

ex-combatant reintegration (Humphreys and Weinstein, 2007). By focusing on planning and 

implementation of reintegration programs, previous research leaves the experiences of ex-

combatants and their accounts on the role of social capital in the process of social, political, and 

economic reintegration unaddressed (Porto, et. al., 2007:2; Torjesen, 2013:2), and “fundamentally 

unexamined” (Duffield, 2007:17). Thus, it becomes important to focus on the ability of ex-

combatants to nurture and develop social capital on their own through interactions with wider 

society to meet their needs in social, political, and economic spheres of reintegration (Nilsson, 

2005:23). Little is known about how social capital is utilized by ex-combatants when there is a 

shortage of reintegration programs and what role social capital plays in the process of social 

political and economic reintegration of ex-combatants (Torjesen, 2013:8).  

 Since the need to reintegrate Donbas war veterans is a relatively new and ongoing topic, 

DDR has not been thoroughly considered and analyzed in Ukraine (Institute of World Policy, 

2016:15). There is a deficiency of academic literature in relation to the reintegration of ATO/JFO 

veterans and the few studies that have touched upon this subject are published either in Russian or 

Ukrainian. Research on demobilized ATO/JFO veterans is limited to the impact of post-traumatic 

syndromes and other physical and psychological disturbances on social and economic reintegration 

(Melnik, 2019; Horishnia, 2020); challenges that veterans and especially women veterans face in 

their transition to civilian life (Martsenyuk, et. al., 2019); the impact of disinformation and 

negative media coverage about veterans on public support for veterans and their access to public 

services (Van Metre and Boerstler, 2020); narratives of veterans about cultural and historical 

trauma that the conflict with Russia has produced (Cancio, et.al., 2020); and the public attitudes 

towards ATO/JFO veterans and their participation in the political life of the country (Martsenyuk 

and Kvit, 2020). Although the aforementioned research on ex-combatant reintegration in Ukraine 

emphasizes the numerous difficulties that ATO/JFO veterans encounter after demobilization, the 

existing research falls short accounting for how veterans cope with these difficulties and what role 

social capital could play in the process of social, political, and economic reintegration. Few studies 

that have touched upon the role of social capital in the reintegration of ATO/JFO veterans stress 
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the importance of veteran networks in the process of physical and psychological rehabilitation 

(Коробка & Ніздрань, 2016) and view social capital and the socio-psychological value of its 

activation as an important factor in maintaining psychological wellbeing and mental health 

(Ніздрань, 2015). Yet, while these studies stress the importance of social capital in socio-

psychological adaptation of ATO/JFO veterans, they neglect the role of social capital in other 

spheres of ex-combatant reintegration, such as economic and political reintegration. Surprisingly, 

no serious attempts were made to investigate the nature and the role of social capital in social, 

political and economic reintegration of the Ukrainian ATO/JFO veterans, and this scarcity of 

research makes the ex-combatant reintegration in Ukraine a compelling research topic.  

All in all, the reviewed literature on the role of social capital in ex-combatant reintegration 

does not address situations where in the absence of DDR programs both bonding and bridging 

social capital can operate side by side, and in a non-mutually exclusive manner. Moreover, despite 

the abundance of theoretical discussions on the concepts of bonding and bridging social capital, 

their elucidative potential lacks empirical support (van Deth and Zmerli, 2010:633). This is 

especially the case with the Ukrainian ATO/JFO veterans, whose experiences with the role of 

bonding and bridging social capital in ex-combatant reintegration remain largely unexamined.            

Consequently, by sticking to the premises of “naturalistic inquiry” (Lincoln and Guba, 1985:39-

41), this study will fill this gap by exploring the meanings ATO/JFO veterans attach to the nature 

and the role of social capital in social, political, and economic reintegration.  
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4. Analytical framework 

The aim of this chapter is to develop an analytical framework that will deconstruct the concept of 

social capital and apply various elements and sources of social capital to the phenomenon of ex-

combatant reintegration. Thus, this chapter will develop a relevant analytical framework by 

combining a number of conceptualizations and ideas from different scholars. Hence, following the 

discussion on the conceptualization of social capital, I will put together an analytical framework 

that will structure the empirical investigation and theoretically contextualize the research questions 

in a systematic way.     

 

4.1 Conceptualization of social capital 

The recent development of capital theory has revised the classic Marxist understanding of 

capital in terms of economic classes, which paved the way for a neo-capital theory that incorporates 

other intangible forms of capital, including social capital (Lin, 2001:8). The concept of social 

capital has been defined in similar ways by several prominent scholars within the fields of 

sociology and political science, who have developed theoretical explanations in relation to the 

functional role of social capital. Pierre Bourdieu defines social capital as: 

 

The aggregate of the actual or potential resources which are linked to 

possession of a durable network of more or less institutionalized relationships 

of mutual acquaintance and recognition or in other words, to membership in a 

group, which provides each of its members with the backing of the collectively 

owned capital, a “credential” which entitles them to credit, in the various 

senses of the word (1986:248-49). 

 

Thus, for Bourdieu, social capital is a collective asset which is contingent on the scope of social 

resources embedded in networks and the amount of capital possessed by members of a group 

(Bourdieu, 1986:249). Since group members’ social connections provide them with credits, they 

continue to be committed to and invest in these relationships, and it is in their interest to strengthen 
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and preserve the social capital they possess (ibid). Yet, besides the interaction of group members 

to generate social capital, Bourdieu also devotes a considerable attention to the objective role of 

structure and touches upon the class struggle where social capital preserves and reinforces other 

forms of capital possessed by a particular group (1986:248-249). Other scholars like James 

Coleman (1988, 1990) and Robert Putnam (1993, 2000) emphasize the ‘public good’ aspect of 

social capital. Coleman defines social capital “by its function” and states that social capital “is not 

a single entity but a variety of different entities, with two elements in common: they all consist of 

some aspect of social structures, and they facilitate certain actions of actors within the structure” 

(1988:98; 1990:302). Thus, for Coleman social capital is a social-structural asset that “inheres in 

the structure of relations between actors and among actors” and with its productivity enables 

individuals to achieve certain ends (1988:98). Yet, while Coleman mentions the role of social 

capital in increasing life opportunities for individuals, he also emphasizes the collective aspect of 

social capital by referring to “trust, norms and cohesion” (1988:107-108). Unlike Bourdieu, 

Coleman’s theoretical elaboration of social capital does not incorporate a class perspective, but 

they both consider the cohesion among the group members as a necessary condition to reinforce 

collective well-being and to increase the productivity of individuals. Similar to Coleman’s view of 

social capital, Robert Putnam defines social capital as “features of social organization, such as 

trust, norms, and networks, that can improve the efficiency of society by facilitating coordinated 

actions” (Putnam, 1993:167). Coleman’s and Putnam’s conceptualization of social capital is the 

most widespread and generally applied in social sciences, a field wherein an important concept is 

the role of trust embedded within social relations (Kilroy and Basini, 2018:353). The theoretical 

reasoning of the above-mentioned privileged class perspective (Bourdieu, 1986) and the “public 

good” perspective (Coleman, 1988; Putnam 1993) can be understood as an “extension of the social 

relations in Marx’s capital theory and an extension of the integrative or Durkheimian view of social 

relations” respectively (Lin, 2001:24). 

It is necessary to underline that all scholars whose conceptualizations of social capital are 

presented in this chapter agree that social capital is both a collective and individual asset. There is 

an academic consensus that “social relations with embedded resources are expected to benefit both 

the collective and the individuals in the collective” (Lin, 2001:26). Moreover, Ismail Serageldin 

and Christiaan Grootaert argue for a more integrated approach that would increase our 

understanding of social capital, since competing definitions of social capital are unnecessary and 
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neglect the fact that individual and collective aspects of social capital are “mutually reinforcing”, 

and that different types of social capital “coexist and interact with each other” (2000:55).    

The main theoretical assumption underpinning the notion of social capital is “the 

investment in social relations with expected returns in the marketplace and the market chosen for 

the analysis can be economic, political, labor and/or community” (Lin, 2001:19). However, 

according to Henk Flap, “all social capital is not the result of conscious investment and some of it 

can be inherited by birth, obtained as a by-product of becoming a member of a given group or 

created as a by-product of social interaction that has other goals” (2004:8-9). Therefore, this study 

uses Robert Putnam’s definition who refers to social capital as “connections among individuals – 

social networks and the norms of reciprocity and trustworthiness that arise from them” in the 

course of civic engagement (2000:19).  

 

4.2 Sources of social capital and ex-combatant reintegration 

This section will discuss the theoretical elaborations on the sources of social capital and 

contextualize them within social, political, and economic spheres of reintegration, which will 

provide instrumental analytical tools to structure the upcoming analysis in a systematic way. It 

is not sufficient to merely provide definitions of social capital, and the operational function of 

the sources of social capital such as social cohesion, shared values, norms of trust and reciprocity 

deserve considerable attention to understand the implications of social capital in a particular 

context. Moreover, the concepts of bonding and bridging social capital do not provide sufficient 

tools in understanding the ways social capital might impact social and political processes, and 

there is a need to provide theoretical explanations of the sources of social capital (Deth and 

Zmerli, 2000:633). Consequently, the bonding and bridging aspects of social capital should not 

be analyzed in isolation from the sources of social capital (ibid). 

Robert Putnam presents useful theoretical and empirical insights on the sources of social 

capital (1993;2000). According to Putnam, “social capital refers to features of social 

organizations, such as trust, norms and networks that can improve the efficiency of society by 

facilitating coordinated actions” (1993:167). Putnam suggests that “since trust lubricates 

cooperation, it is an essential component of social capital” (1993:170-171), which is nurtured 
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through social interaction (Putnam, 2001). In his writings on social capital, Putnam maintains 

that social interaction facilitates development of “civic networks” that enhances norms of 

reciprocity and trust within society, which leads to social, political, and economic wellbeing 

(Putnam, 1993;2000;2002). The “civic virtue” of society is potent if it is characterized by “a 

dense network of reciprocal social relations” (Putnam, 2000:19). Yet, Putnam warns that “a 

society of many virtuous but isolated individuals is not necessarily rich in social capital”, 

(2000:19), and that it is norms of trust and reciprocity in social interactions that enable 

cooperation leading to mutually beneficial outcomes (2000:21). Thus, trustful and reciprocal 

social relations that develop in “frequent interaction among a diverse set of people” make a 

society virtuous and cohesive (ibid). Social trust is an important source of social capital and civic 

engagement because “people who trust their fellow citizens volunteer more often, participate 

more often in community organizations, are more tolerant of minority views, and display other 

forms of civic virtue” (Putnam, 2000:136-137). Yet, Putnam makes it clear that he is not referring 

to trust in government or political authorities, but to social trust among the population 

(2000:137). Moreover, people’s reasons for social trust or social distrust are not “purely 

objective” and are affected by subjective experiences and “social customs throughout the life 

span” (Putnam, 2000:138-139).  

The role of trust, social cohesion, and shared values is well recognized in the process of 

social reintegration of ex-combatants (Coletta and Cullen, 2000:3-4). Social reintegration can be 

defined as “the process through which the ex-combatant and his or her family feel part of and are 

accepted by the receiving community” (Kingma, 2000b:28). According to Francis Fukuyama 

“trust arises when a community shares a set of moral values in such a way as to create expectations 

of regular and honest behavior" (Fukuyama, 1995:153). Thus, the interaction between ex-

combatants and receiving communities which is the constituent process of social reintegration 

requires a certain degree of shared moral values from which trust can be established. Fukuyama 

stresses the importance of social trust that develops the public good aspect of social capital “in the 

smallest and most basic social groups, the family, as well as the largest of all groups, the nation, 

and in all the other groups in between” (1995:26). Fukuyama argues that unlike other forms of 

capital acquired through conscious investment decision, the acquisition of social capital requires 

“habituation to the moral norms of a community” (1995:26-27). Thus, social capital is acquired 

through the abundance of social trust, social coherence, and shared values, which are “social, rather 
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than individual virtues” (ibid:27). Yet, the sources of social capital will have different societal 

effects depending on the strength and weakness of the bonding and bridging ties (Bowd, 2008:69-

70). According to Berkman and Kawachi, social cohesion depends on “the presence of strong 

social bonds characterized by levels of trust and norms of reciprocity, the abundance of 

associations that bridge social divisions” (2000:175). It should be also mentioned that the 

prevalence of certain social norms and shared values within society can be either a result of “wars, 

revolutions, colonization etc., or the result of historical path dependence, which create favored 

values for actions and interactions in the forms of morality, faith and ideology” (Lin, 2001:187). 

Violent conflicts tend to weaken interpersonal and social trust and erode the norms and values that 

bring about cooperation for the mutually beneficial outcomes (Coletta and Cullen, 2000:3-4). Nat 

Colletta and Michelle Cullen stress that social trust is “a grossly depleted commodity during 

warfare” (2000:11). Building or rebuilding of social capital is not a simple task, especially when 

it is weakened by war (Putnam, 2000:402).  

Social reintegration is an intricate process that consists of both psychological adaptation 

and reconstruction of social trust, shared values, and social cohesion (CIDDR, 2009:45). The 

concept of social capital and its constituent elements provide useful analytical tools that enable 

analysis of interpersonal trust at community and societal levels, the cohesiveness of communities 

and the capacity of bridging and bonding social capital to contribute to social reintegration of ex-

combatants (Colletta, et. al., 1996). Hence, the first operational question deals with how the 

ATO/JFO veterans describe the nature of social trust, social cohesion and shared values within the 

society and how these facilitate the generation of bonding and bridging social capital in the process 

of social reintegration.  

The second and third operational research questions concern the role of social capital in 

political and economic reintegration respectively. Political reintegration can be defined as “the 

process through which the ex-combatant becomes a full part of decision-making processes” 

(Kingma, 2000b:28). Political reintegration assumes ex-combatants’ access to decision making 

mechanisms of “community, institutional and political structures” (Özerdem, 2012:67), “their 

political inclusion and ability to exercise political agency” (McMullin, 2013:33), which range from 

voting in elections to participation in political activities where ex-combatants “enter to mainstream 

politics at the local, regional or national level as political advocates or representatives of a larger 

group” (Torjesen, 2013:4).  
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In some cases, ex-combatants’ contributions to the war effort and their record of military 

service can provide them with “societal prestige”, “status” and “symbolic value” in society 

(Nilsson, 2005:51), as well as generate positive public attitudes, respect and appreciation towards 

ex-combatants due to their perceived role as defenders of their communities (Lyons, 2004:269; 

Spear, 2002:145). Yet, the “societal prestige” of ex-combatants largely depends on the extent of 

social capital they possess among the local population, and the level of ex-combatants’ social 

capital is largely determined by their “shared ethnic, ideological, or regional identity” with the 

population (Nilsson, 2005:54). In any case, ex-combatants often have a salient symbolic position 

in society, which makes them attractive for political parties (de Vries and Wiegink, 2011:41). 

Consequently, it becomes important to consider the symbolic sources of social capital such as 

prestige and reputation. Symbolic capital is a form of social capital (Bourdieu, 2021:83), that 

reinforces the acknowledgement of all other forms of capital (Bourdieu, 1985:724). Bourdieu 

refers to symbolic capital as “the capital of nomination that is guaranteed through accumulation of 

reputation and good fame” (2021:141). Symbolic capital is about prestige and can reside in any 

other form of capital “when it is perceived, recognized and acknowledged” (ibid:158). Bourdieu 

defines symbolic capital as “a credit granted to those who have obtained sufficient recognition to 

be in a position to impose recognition” (1989:23). Symbolic capital can take different forms such 

as “possession of awards, trophies or diplomas”, as well as the prestige, status and positive 

reputation individuals possess in the eyes of others (Pret, et. al., 2016:1007-1009). Symbolic 

capital can be acquired “through accumulation and deployment of social capital” (Al Ariss and 

Syed, 2011:291), and social capital can be converted to symbolic capital with the help of relations 

with other reputable people (Reuber and Fischer, 2005). Following this logic, the second 

operational research question deals with the role of reputation and prestige in gaining access to 

political decision-making mechanisms, as well as how the ATO/JFO veterans describe the 

contribution of social capital to their political reintegration.   

Lastly, and leading to the third operational research question is the role of social capital in 

economic reintegration of ex-combatants. Economic reintegration can be defined as “the process 

through which the ex-combatant's household builds up its livelihood, through production and other 

types of gainful employment” (Kingma, 2000b:28). Economic reintegration of ex-combatants 

assumes “long-term gainful employment or initiation of other legitimate income generating 

activities”, which enables ex-combatants to sustain themselves and any dependents (Torjesen, 
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2013:4). Economic reintegration presupposes the financial independence of ex-combatants and a 

society ready to accept them, and to create favorable conditions for economic adaptation (Nubler, 

1997:3). A successful economic reintegration is achieved when ex-combatants have access to 

“jobs, land, training, as well as housing and basic services” (Porto, et.al., 2007:140). During hard 

times and crisis, social capital becomes an indispensable asset that can be called on to generate 

economic gains, which helps to counteract poverty and vulnerability (Woolcock and Narayan, 

2000:226). Two sources of social capital deserve further attention in addressing the economic 

reintegration of ex-combatants: trust and reciprocity. According to Francis Fukuyama, “trust arises 

when a community shares a set of moral values in such a way as to create expectations of regular 

and honest behavior" (1995:153). Widespread trust within society is essential for economic 

prosperity and contributes to successful economic reintegration of ex-combatants (Bowd, 

2008:61). Fukuyama further argues that a society will be better off if there is a widespread trust in 

social interactions regulated by “a common set of ethical norms”, which will lead to the 

development of multifaceted social relations (1995:27). However, if trust is lacking in social 

interactions, people will cooperate only “under a system of formal rules and regulations, which 

have to be negotiated, agreed to, litigated, and enforced, sometimes by coercive means” 

(Fukuyama, 1995:27). Wendy Rahn and John Transue refer to “social or generalized trust, as a 

standing decision to give most people – even those whom one does not know from direct 

experience – the benefit of the doubt” (1998:545).  

Reciprocity as another source of social capital is strongly related to social trust discussed 

above. Rafael Marques suggests that “reciprocity and trust are a self-generating energy that 

reduces the levels of social litigation; fostering contacts and promoting social arrangements that 

circumvent the transaction costs that permeate contracts” (2005:28). Putnam stresses the 

importance of a specific type of reciprocity, which he calls “generalized reciprocity” that assumes 

a gratuitous favor without expecting something in return “in the confident expectation that 

someone else will do something for the person down the road” (2000:20-21). Putnam argues that 

“a society characterized by generalized reciprocity is more efficient than a distrustful society, for 

the same reason that money is more efficient than barter” (2000:21). Hence, through the third 

operational research question it will be analyzed how the ATO/JFO participants describe the social 

trust and reciprocity within the available bonding and bridging social capital that has an impact on 

their livelihoods, as well as which social ties facilitate their economic reintegration.  
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Last but not least, the rationale for using the concept of social capital as a relevant analytical 

tool for this study is that ex-combatant reintegration is primarily about cooperation, rebuilding 

relationships, and creating new contacts after demobilization and an analysis of ex-combatant 

reintegration cannot be conducted without referring to social capital because the “fundamental part 

of the dynamic will be overlooked” (Kilroy and Basini, 2018:350). 
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5. Methodology 

 
This chapter will present, and explain the reasoning behind, the methodological approach used in 

this study. In the following, the research strategy, the research design, the data allocation, the 

selection of research participants, the analytical method, the steps taken to ensure the research is 

academically rigorous, the research ethics and my own reflexivity will be discussed.   

 

5.1 Research strategy 

5.1.1 Ontological and epistemological position 

The ontological position of this study is based on constructivism (Bryman, 2012:32). “The world 

is constituted in one way or another as people talk it, write it and argue it” (Potter, 1996:68). 

Constructivism implies that social reality and the meaning derived from it depend on how 

individuals socially interact and describe their experiences (Bryman, 2013:33; Guba and Lincoln 

1985:80). Constructivists interpret the social reality through “the perceptions, reflections and the 

stated beliefs of the actors themselves” and describe the experiences of social actors through 

“multiple realities” (Druckman, 2005:5-6). The diverse and multiple subjective meanings brought 

by social actors to individual experiences oblige researchers to examine the complexity of diverse 

and multiple views (Creswell and Poth 2018:24). A constructivist ontological approach was 

therefore chosen as this was judged to be the most well-suited approach to examine and interpret 

the role of social capital in ex-combatant reintegration, as social capital is itself a socially 

constructed phenomenon (Bowd, 2008:108). Thus, research incorporating these two concepts, 

namely social capital and ex-combatant reintegration, cannot be conducted in isolation from social 

actors, as “it is social actors who provide meaning and understanding to these concepts” (ibid).    
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The ontological position of this study determines the epistemological position held. 

Epistemology refers to “constructed reality between the researcher and the researched and shaped 

by individual experiences” (Creswell and Poth, 2018:35). While the ontological position of this 

study is constructivist, the epistemological position is “interpretivist” (Bryman, 2012:36). The 

epistemological choice of this study is supported by the assumption that “no observer can be 

‘objective’ because they live in the social world and are affected by the social constructions of 

‘reality’” (Marsh and Furlong, 2002:19). Consequently, the scientific position of this study can be 

understood in terms of constructivist ontology that presents multiple realities experienced and 

described by ATO/JFO veterans, as well as in terms of epistemology where the knowledge derives 

from the researcher’s interpretation of participants’ construction of meaning (Denzin and Lincoln 

2018:20; Bryman, 2012:28). 

 

5.1.2 Interpretative research strategy 

The most widespread research strategies in social sciences are based on deductive and inductive 

reasonings (Bryman, 2012:24-26). While the deductive approach intends to deduce a hypothesis 

and test it with relevant concepts and theories, the inductive approach intends to inductively 

develop and generate theories as an outcome of research (Bryman, 2012:24-26; Merriam, 

1998:45). However, none of these approaches are relevant for this investigation since this case 

study is neither testing nor developing a theory. Since the aim of this investigation is to get an in-

depth understanding of the nature and the role of social capital in ex-combatant reintegration where 

the case of ATO/JFO veterans’ reintegration is the focus, theories and concepts are used in this 

study to shed light on the case. This research strategy reflects “interpretative” approach, which is 

chosen for the purpose of this investigation due to the “interest in the case rather than an interest 

in the formulation of a general theory” (Lijphart, 1971:692). Interpretative research strategy is 

relevant for the purpose of this case study because it allows “to make an explicit use of established 

theoretical propositions and to apply them to a specific case with the aim of throwing light on the 

case rather than engaging in empirical generalizations and theory-building” (ibid). Consequently, 

the interpretative approach is used as a research strategy of this investigation.  
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5.2 Research design 

 5.2.1 Qualitative case study 

A research design enables a researcher to configure a basis for the data collection and analysis 

(Bryman, 2012:46). This inquiry is based on the tenets of constructivist and qualitative case study 

approach (Yazan, 2015:142), which will serve as the research design and provide a framework for 

collection and allocation of data. Qualitative case study research “explores a real-life, 

contemporary bounded system through detailed, in-depth data collection involving multiple 

sources of data” (Creswell and Poth, 2018:96). The purpose of a qualitative case study is to 

advance “an in-depth understanding of a single case or to explore an issue or problem using the 

case as a specific illustration” (ibid:97). Most importantly, a qualitative case study seeks “to gain 

an in-depth understanding of the situation and meaning of those involved” (Merriam, 1998:19). A 

case in the case study research can be an individual, a community, a small group of people, a 

decision-making process, an event, or social and political activity (Creswell and Poth, 2018:96-

97; Stake, 1995:44). Thus, the case of this study is bounded to the ATO/JFO veterans’ experiences 

with social, political, and economic reintegration in Odessa.  

Robert Stake differentiates between two approaches to qualitative case study, namely 

intrinsic and instrumental case study (1995:2-3). While in intrinsic case study the case itself is 

central to investigation, in instrumental case study issues are examined along with the case 

(ibid:16). Instrumental approach to case study allows to conduct an investigation with the aim to 

examine an issue or problem in a particular case in order to explore the complexity of the issue 

(Merriam, 1998:121). These issues are not straightforward or unambiguous, but are rather linked 

to “political, social, historical, and especially personal contexts” (Stake, 1995:17). These issues or 

problems are then used as “a conceptual structure in order to force attention to complexity and 

contextuality” (ibid). This approach is known as “a single instrumental case study” (Creswell and 

Poth, 2018:98), and this is the research design that has been used in the research presented in this 

thesis. An instrumental approach in a qualitative case study resembles an investigation that has “a 

research question, a puzzlement, a need for general understanding, and a feeling that we may get 

insight into the question by studying a particular case” (Stake, 1995:3). The focus on the issues of 

a particular case enables a researcher “to observe and even to tease out the problems of the case, 

the conflictual outpourings, the complex backgrounds of human concern and helps to recognize 
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the pervasive problems in human interaction” (ibid:17). Ergo, this case study focuses on the 

issue(s) related to the role of bonding and bridging social capital in ex-combatant reintegration, 

which will be examined through the bounded case of ATO/JFO veterans and their social, political, 

and economic reintegration in Odessa.  

Other research approaches could be used to conduct this study, such as ethnography, 

narrative analysis, or phenomenology. However, the qualitative case study approach enables an in 

depth understanding of the case by exploring the issue(s) involved. Qualitative case study is also 

relevant due to its strengths in relation to the epistemological and ontological position of this study, 

as qualitative case study design is emergent in nature and it allows flexibility in the process of data 

collection and analysis (Stake, 1995: 9; Merriam, 1998:28). This flexibility is useful in the case 

being researched as there is scarce prior research on ex-combatant reintegration in Odessa, and 

flexibility allows the research to take advantage of unexpected opportunities that may arise in this 

uncharted space. Another strength of the qualitative case study approach is the data triangulation 

techniques that allow data to derive from multiple sources of information, which adds to the in-

depth understanding of the case (Creswell and Poth, 2018:98-100). One of the weaknesses of the 

qualitative case study approach is that the findings derived from this qualitative inquiry are non-

generalizable (Stake, 1995:7; Hamel, 1993:23), which raises issues with the external validity, as 

well as underscores its inability to be representative and applicable to other cases (Bryman, 

2012:69-70). However, although not all the findings of a case study are generalizable, a case study 

may provide valuable information that can be used constructively by other researchers.  

 

 

5.3 Research participants 

The research participants in this study consist of fifteen ATO/JFO veterans and six representatives 

of various veteran institutions. The representatives of veteran institutions were interviewed to 

obtain a better understanding of the context of ex-combatant reintegration in Odessa. Thus, along 

with fifteen ATO/JFO veterans, two representatives of MVA, two representatives of OVU, one 

representative of VHO and one representative of Veterano Pizza Odessa were interviewed. All 

representatives of veteran institutions were male, and out of fifteen ATO/JFO veterans there were 

ten males and five females. All fifteen veterans participated in hostilities in Donbas region between 
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2014 and 2019, and were demobilized in different periods, between 2015 and 2019. Eight veterans 

were demobilized in 2015, two of them were demobilized in 2017, another two were demobilized 

in 2018, and three of them were demobilized in 2019. The age of veterans ranges from 26 to 59. 

The educational level of veterans varied. One veteran had a PhD degree, nine veterans had 

undergraduate degrees, three had specialized gymnasium degrees and the rest had high-school 

degrees. Only four out of fifteen veterans took part in some kind of reintegration activity organized 

either by the Ukrainian government or international aid organizations.  

The selection of the research participants is based on the purposeful and snowball sampling 

strategies, which can be applied in a case study of a limited group of people (Chambliss and Schutt, 

2016:105). The snowball sampling (Bryman, 2012:424), accompanied the purposive sampling 

(Bryman, 2012:418), where veterans assisted and recommended to contact other relevant 

ATO/JFO veterans. Hence, the sampling strategy of this study involves the “purposeful sampling” 

which is relevant for “in-depth study of an information-rich case”, as well as the “snowball” or 

otherwise called as “chain sampling” (Patton, 1990:182).  

Beside ATO/JFO veterans, the purposive sampling also included representatives of various 

veteran institutions. These representatives were included in the purposive sampling to understand 

the context in which ex-combatant reintegration takes place in Odessa, as well as to gain some 

background information due to the lack of research on ATO/JFO veterans in Odessa. The data 

gathered from representatives of veteran institutions was not used directly in the analysis of this 

thesis, but it did inform my perspective in a useful way. It is also important to mention that the 

sampling procedure was in no way constrained or controlled by MVA or any other veteran 

organization, and the contact with veterans was established without any restrictions. To reduce the 

selection bias, the number of veterans contacted through snowball sampling was limited, that is 

the number of veterans contacted through one veteran was limited to two.         

 

5.4 Data collection 

The data in this study was collected through fieldwork in Odessa, Ukraine, between the 1st of 

March and 21st of May 2021. This project was funded by the Swedish Institute (SI) and was 

realized with the help of scholarship within the framework of Eastern Partnership. The existing 
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conceptual and theoretical tools of social capital and ex-combatant reintegration guided my data 

collection. For the purpose of the posed research questions at the outset of this study, the data is 

collected through multiple sources and ensure “data triangulation” that enables “an in-depth 

understanding of the case” (Creswell and Poth, 2018:98; Stake, 1995:123). The common sources 

of information that enable data triangulation are interviews, observations, and documents 

(Creswell and Poth, 2018:100). The data triangulation technique is important and necessary since 

as Putnam stresses, “no single source of data is flawless, but the more numerous and diverse the 

sources, the less likely that they could all be influenced by the same flaw” (2000:415).  

The primary data was collected through “in-depth, open ended, semi-structured interviews” 

(Brouneus, 2011:130), which allowed for “predetermined and follow-up questions with flexible 

wording” (Merriam, 1998:74). In total, twenty-one approximately one and a half hour long 

interviews19 were conducted in Russian and recorded using a voice recorder. The interview 

questions were formulated by focusing on the key themes related to the research questions of this 

study.  

Primary data was also derived from direct observations,20 where a researcher acts as an 

observer rather than a participant (Creswell and Poth, 2018:168). Observations are conducted 

through long-term interaction with a group of people, by observing their behavior, listening to 

what is said by the research participants during their interaction within a given context, as well as 

by posing questions and taking detailed field notes (Bryman, 2012:432). During the direct 

observations, I spent time with ATO/JFO veterans’ and focused on their daily interaction with 

their families, friends, ordinary citizens, former military comrades, as well as their experiences 

within social, political, and economic structures. During observations I jotted down what I heard 

and observed and summarized the field notes with my own reflections and interpretations soon 

after each observation was finished. My involvement during observations was minimal, which was 

important to abstain from “going native” and siding with the research participants (Creswell and 

Poth, 2018:57).  

The data triangulation which is characteristic of qualitative case study research was accomplished 

through the document review (Stake, 1995:107), namely the Ukrainian legislation on ATO/JFO 

 
19 The longest interview lasted for one hour and fifty-seven minutes and the shortest interview lasted for forty-six 

minutes.  
20 The time devoted to direct observations was 84 hours altogether.  
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veterans (both printed and online), online news reportage covering ATO/JFO veterans, information 

in the websites of veteran organizations and the social media where ATO/JFO veterans 

communicate. The data collection was completed when the “saturation point” was reached during 

the fieldwork (Merriam and Tisdell, 2015:199)   

 Interview transcripts and field notes from observations were translated from Russian. The 

translation was enabled through my fluency in Russian language, as well as my work experience 

in a translation agency. The Ukrainian text encountered during document review was translated 

with the help of my Ukrainian colleagues from the translation agency. During translation only 

small grammatical adjustments and improvements were done in the interview text and field notes, 

and the original text was not affected.  

        

5.5 Method of data analysis 

In qualitative research the goal of data analysis is to extract the meaning from the text and interpret 

it (Meriam, 1998:178). To get an in-depth understanding of the case under investigation, researcher 

analyzes textual materials and looks for “behavior, issues, and contexts” relevant to the case 

(Stake, 1995:78). All data analysis in qualitative research is inherently concerned with analyzing 

the content of the data, whether it is interviews, observations, or documents (Merriam, 1998:160). 

The communication of meaning is the focus of qualitative content analysis (ibid). Therefore, 

qualitative content analysis was chosen to analyze all three sources of data collected during this 

fieldwork. Qualitative content analysis is “a research method for the subjective interpretation of 

the content of text data through the systematic classification process of coding and identifying 

categories and themes” (Hsieh and Shannon, 2005:1278). The data analysis in this study applied a 

“directed approach” to qualitative content analysis (Hsieh and Shannon, 2005:1281-83), which 

enabled identification of the key phrases in the text that addressed the issues related to the concepts 

used in this study and the posed research questions. However, along with predetermined codes, 

the directed approach to qualitative content analysis also allows the codes to emerge from the data, 

which makes this approach relevant in terms of its flexibility (Hsieh and Shannon, 2005:1281-82).  

In the process of data analysis, the data was coded into appropriate clusters of information 

from which further categories evolved and were placed in thematic patterns (Merriam and Tisdell, 
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2015:187). During the data coding procedure, 89 codes were discovered, which were later 

decreased and adjusted in relation to research questions and the analytical framework. The 

identified codes made up blocks of information that were thematically placed within relevant 

sections resembling the research questions, which helped to organize the findings of this study.  

 

5.6 Credibility and dependability 

This study will make use of several strategies to ensure academic rigor. The conventional positivist 

way of measuring trustworthiness by referring to validity and reliability are not applicable in 

naturalistic inquiry (Shenton, 2004:63). Therefore, this study will apply criteria that corresponds 

to the tenets of naturalistic inquiry, and replace the positivist terminology of “internal validity, 

external validity/generalizability, reliability, and objectivity” with naturalistic terminology of 

“credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability” respectively (Guba, 1981:80).  

Credibility refers to “researcher’s ability to accurately record the phenomena under scrutiny” 

(Shenton, 2004:64), and “how research findings match reality” (Stake, 1995:116). To ensure the 

credibility criterion, this study applies strategies like data triangulation, researcher reflexivity, 

thick and rich description of the phenomenon under scrutiny and member checking procedures 

(Shenton, 2004:65-69; Merriam and Tisdell, 2015:265; Merriam, 1998:204-205). Data 

triangulation, that is collection and allocation of data through interviews, observations and 

documents enhance the credibility of investigation (Stake, 1995:107-109). Member checking 

strategy, namely providing research participants with raw interview transcripts and the draft of 

preliminary interpretation and analysis also enhances the credibility of this study (Creswell and 

Poth, 2018:262). When provided with raw interview transcripts, the research participants were 

asked to check the accuracy of the provided information (Stake, 1995:115-116), and they were 

asked to return with possible comments or feedback if they deemed that the words used do not 

match what they intended to convey (Shenton, 2004:68). This strategy is important to ensure 

credibility when a voice recorder is used during interviews, and the inaccurate transcription can 

lead to misunderstanding and misinterpretation of the underlying meaning (ibid). Consequently, 

all research participants in this study were provided with raw interview transcripts, as well as my 

preliminary analysis and interpretation of data. Some of the research participants returned to me 
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with minor suggestions for improvement, which were considered and included.  This strategy has 

proved to be very useful and rewarding in the course of this investigation. 

Transferability is the second strategy to ensure academic rigor and refers to the 

applicability of findings to wider situations and populations (Shenton, 2004:69; Merriam, 

1998:206-207). This strategy is problematic in qualitative research, since “the findings of a 

qualitative study are specific to a small number of particular environments and individuals” 

(Shenton, 2004:69). Yet, to ensure the transferability criterion, it is suggested that “rich and thick 

description of the phenomenon under investigation is provided”, which will allow readers to better 

comprehend it and to juxtapose the presented description of the phenomenon in the findings 

section with those that they have seen and experienced in other situations (Shenton, 2004:70; 

Lincoln and Guba, 1985:125).  

Dependability is the third strategy to ensure academic rigor and refers to the replicability 

of research findings by other researchers operating in the same context and using the same methods 

and research participants (Shenton, 2004:71; Merriam and Tisdell, 2015:250). Dependability is 

problematic in qualitative research and social science in general as “human behavior is never 

static”, and “what many experience is not necessarily more reliable than what one person 

experiences” (Merriam and Tisdell, 2015:250). Replication of a qualitative investigation will not 

produce the same findings (Merriam, 1998:206), since “socially constructed understandings are 

always in process”, and the context and research participants are in a constant process of 

transformation through aging and gaining new experiences (Tracy, 2013:229). Therefore, “the 

concern over reliability in the positivist sense is fanciful” (Bednarz, 1985:303). The impossibility 

of replicating a qualitative study does not necessarily mean that the findings of a particular study 

are unreliable, since there can be various interpretations of the same data (Merriam and Tisdell, 

2015:250-51). The main concern for qualitative study in relation to the dependability criterion is 

the consistency of findings with the collected data (ibid:251). The suggested strategies to ensure 

consistency and dependability include data collection through multiple sources or triangulation 

(Merriam and Tisdell, 2015:252), and detailed discussion of data collection methods (Merriam, 

1998:206-207). Dependability has also been addressed by clearly explaining the research design 

of the study, allowing it to be used by other researchers as a “prototype model” in the attempt to 

repeat the study if not necessarily to produce the same findings (Shenton, 2004:71). The discussion 

of “the research design and its implementation, as well as the operational data gathering in the 
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field also helps readers to develop a thorough understanding of the methods and their 

effectiveness” (ibid). Therefore, in this study the research design and data collection methods 

discussed previously in this chapter, the data triangulation, the transparent data collection and 

allocation, as well as member checking procedures will ensure consistency and dependability.  

The fourth strategy to ensure the academic rigor is through the “confirmability” criterion 

that refers to “reducing the effect of investigator bias” (Shenton, 2004:72). Here it is important to 

ensure that the findings derive from “the experiences and ideas of the informants, rather than the 

characteristics and preferences of the researcher” (ibid). The importance of data triangulation 

should be stressed again in ensuring confirmability criterion (ibid). Beside data triangulation this 

study also ensures confirmability through justification of the used approach for research design 

and the applied methods, as well as through the acknowledgement of their strengths and 

weaknesses (Shenton, 2004:72). Moreover, confirmability is also ensured through “reflective 

commentary” on the role of preliminary concepts and theories in the interpretation of findings, as 

well as researcher reflexivity or “admission of researcher’s beliefs and assumptions” (ibid:73). 

Thus, the data triangulation, justification of research design and adopted methods, thick and rich 

description of data interpretation and researcher reflexivity will ensure the confirmability of this 

study. Last but not least, ensuring credibility and dependability in qualitative research also requires 

that the study is conducted in an ethical way (Merriam and Tisdell, 2015:237), and the ethical 

considerations of this study will be discussed in the next section.     

 

5.7 Research ethics 

Since this study deals with human subjects, there are several ethical considerations that need to be 

addressed. Firstly, the interviews and observations are based on the “freely given informed consent 

of subjects” (Bryman, 2012:138). Before each interview and observation approval was gained both 

from gatekeepers and research participants. Research participants were provided with consent 

forms prior to interviews (Bryman, 2012:138-140). The consent forms informed research 

participants about the purpose of this study, how and by whom the study was funded, the concepts 

and methods used in the study, as well as about their right to withdraw from participating in this 

study at any time (ibid). Research participants were not asked to sign the consent form due to my 

awareness that signing papers and documents is perceived with suspicion and skepticism in the 
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post-Soviet space. Therefore, to avoid being obtrusive, a verbal consent was attained after 

participants got acquainted with the consent form and before each interview started, which was 

recorded and documented. 

Secondly, the identities of all ATO/JFO veterans in this study have been anonymized, which 

avoids identifying them by their names or even combat pseudonyms (Bryman, 2012:136). 

Consequently, I refer to all research participants as participant 1, 2, 3, and so on21. When it comes 

to the interviews with the representatives of various veteran institutions and organizations, partial 

anonymity is applied for various reasons. Since representatives of MVA, VHO and OVU provided 

very important background and statistical data about ex-combatant reintegration in Odessa, it 

becomes hard to substantiate this data if the names of their organizations and the positions they 

hold there are not disclosed. Moreover, “many institutions and public figures are almost impossible 

to hide, and if they cooperate in research, they may have to accept a considerable measure of 

exposure” (Punch, 1986:46). The representatives of the abovementioned agencies gave their 

consent that the names of their organizations and their positions within it can be revealed and 

referred to in this study. Although the data obtained through interviews with the representatives is 

referred to their organization and position, their personal names are not identified in this study. 

The data and all the information about research participants have been processed and stored in 

accordance with data protection criteria (Bryman, 2012:137). 

Thirdly, I envisaged and thoroughly considered the possible power disparity and moral 

concerns that could occur in the interaction between me and research participants (Bryman, 

2012:149-151). Therefore, I made all efforts to be objective, unbiased, honest, respectful, non-

intrusive and non-coercive with the research participants (Creswell, 2014:98-100; Bryman, 

2012:149-151). It should be also mentioned that despite been funded by SI, this research was not 

restricted or influenced in any way and was conducted independently without any conflicts of 

interest.  

Lastly, due to the COVID – 19 pandemics, the interaction with research participants at all times 

adhered to the recommendations provided by the World Health Organization and during 

interaction I wore a mask and held appropriate distance to my research participants. All in all, I 

 
21 When referring to the research participants, the word participant will be replaced with capital letter of “P” and the 

research participants will be called as P1, P2, P3, etc. 
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did my best to establish a non-threatening and pleasant interaction with my research participants 

throughout this field study. 

 

5.8 Researcher reflexivity 

In qualitative research “reflexivity is the practice of researchers being self-aware of their own 

beliefs, values and attitudes, and their personal effects on the setting they have studied” (Payne 

and Payne, 2004:191). Researcher reflexivity is necessary in qualitative research since a 

researcher’s background, epistemological and ontological position, theoretical and methodological 

orientation, cultural and historical experience, and biases are likely to impact his/her interpretation 

of the phenomenon under study (Creswell and Poth, 2018:24, 228; Bryman, 2012:149, Merriam 

and Tisdell, 2015:249). As with all other qualitative researchers, I acknowledge that the above-

mentioned factors could potentially influence my understanding and interpretation of the collected 

data. Firstly, I acknowledge that my ontological and epistemological position, namely 

constructivism and interpretivism has influenced my choice of research design strategy, methods 

of data collection and analysis, and the interpretation of findings.  

Secondly, my interest in the subject of ex-combatant reintegration can be traced to the year of 

2019, when I visited Ukraine conducting another field study in relation to my bachelor’s 

dissertation. My initial encounter with Ukrainian combatants bolstered my interest about this 

category of population and served as a motivation to conduct a future study in relation to their 

post-demobilization experiences. I acknowledge that combatants’ poor socio-economic situation 

and their damaged health after demobilization made me somewhat compassionate as a human 

being.  

Thirdly, I acknowledge that my personal background could develop sympathy and trust 

between me and research participants for several reasons. One of the reasons is that research 

participants asked after and were informed about my origins. Most of the research participants 

were aware that Azerbaijan, just like Ukraine, experienced Russian-backed separatism in the 

beginning of 1990s. Consequently, my ethnic background made the relationship between me and 

the research participants more open and trustful. Another reason is that Russian language was a 

second language both for me and my research participants, and it served as a lingua franca, which 
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facilitated our interaction and fostered trust between myself and the participants. Thus, my 

interaction with research participants was very smooth due to ease of communication and shared 

cultural experiences as citizens of former Soviet states. 

 Nevertheless, I took necessary precautions to be objective throughout the whole investigation 

and avoided siding with research participants or “going native” during this field study (Creswell 

and Poth, 2018:57). Hence, after this reflective reasoning, the next chapter presents the findings of 

this study. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 44 

 6. Findings 

The findings of this study have been divided into three parts corresponding to the operational 

research questions and have been analyzed using the framework outlined in chapter 4. 

 

6.1 Generating social capital in the process of social 

reintegration 

The analysis of the generated bonding and bridging social capital by ATO/JFO veterans is based 

on the main sources of social capital as previously outlined in chapter 4.3: social trust, social 

cohesion, and shared values. All interviewed ATO/JFO veterans, to varied extents mentioned the 

lack of social trust, social cohesion, and shared values within the society in Odessa. According to 

the Law of Ukraine “On the Status of War Veterans, guarantees of their social protection”22, all 

ATO/JFO veterans possessing PCA status are eligible for numerous social privileges (Verkhovna 

Rada of Ukraine, 1993). In the section three, article 12 (§7) of this law, ATO/JFO veterans have 

the right to free public transportation (ibid). However, all interviewed veterans had negative 

experiences when claiming their free transportation by showing the document confirming their 

PCA status. Some veterans describe the unwillingness of the bus drivers to provide them with free 

ride by referring to the lack of social trust. For instance, Participant 9 describes his experience in 

the following way:    

Once I had an incident with the marshrutka [minibus] driver. I arrived at the 

final stop, took out my document, and the driver demanded I pay the fee. I 

didn’t accept this. After a long argument with the driver, I ended up paying 

nothing and I told him that if he had any problem, he could call his 

management or even the police and they would explain to everyone who owes 

what to whom. And to be honest, after numerous cases, I try to avoid these 

negative moments and I don’t even carry my PCA document with me […] 

You know, it is possible that there might be people within society who went 

to war to make profit or people with fake PCA documents who make use of 

them, among other things, to use public transportation for free. I knew 

 
22 Закон України “Про статус ветеранів війни, гарантії їх соціального захисту”. 
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pobratimy23 who were young and returned from the war at the age of 20. The 

bus drivers did not believe that they were participants of combat activities and 

thought that they bought their documents somewhere (P9).       

Participant 9 refers to the lack of social trust towards himself and his pobratimy, since there is a 

belief within the society that some ATO/JFO veterans went to war to obtain social privileges and 

others bought their PCA status through bribes. Participants 9 and 17 say that they were treated 

with distrust even by their friends and acquaintances, since some veterans went to war to make 

profit:   

I have met such pseudo veterans who said that they went there [to ATO] to 

earn money. Therefore, people have the impression that if you fought, then 

you went there [to ATO] to loot people. I felt that even my friends and 

acquaintances treated me with distrust (P9).   

Once one of my mother’s acquaintances asked her why I went to ATO and 

whether I was mobilized to the army. And she said that I enrolled voluntarily. 

That woman continued and asked my mother if I went to ATO to earn money 

and if there is no other job in the civilian life. I went to the ATO as a volunteer 

to defend our land. And a friend of my mother thought that I was a mercenary 

and that I joined ATO to earn money (P17). 

The veterans describe that the social trust, but also the generalized reciprocity that Robert Putnam 

considers as important sources of social capital (2000:19), is lacking in the interactions between 

ATO/JFO veterans and ordinary citizens, which undermines the “civic virtue” within the society 

in Odessa (ibid). Participant 17 also shared his experience in public transportation, describing it in 

terms of the lack of social trust and social cohesion:  

Unfortunately, our society has not yet realized what is happening in our 

country, and I even experienced certain instances of negativity. For example, 

when I came from the ATO and took a marshrutka, I was in conflict with the 

drivers a couple of times. When I showed my document before leaving the 

bus, the drivers closed the doors in my face. Or it also happened that I showed 

the PCA document, and someone in the marshrutka was shouting to me that I 

was not entitled to PCA, and I was asked where I fought […] like there is 

nowhere to fight in this country (P17).  

When using their PCA document in public transportation, female veterans experienced even more 

rude and unpleasant treatment from marshrutka drivers who did not believe that they were 

participants of combat activities. Participant 14 says: 

When I used my PCA document in public transport, the driver asked me where 

I bought my document or if maybe I provided special services to someone 

 
23 Побратимы. ATO/JFO veterans frequently referred to their military comrades as pobratimy, which can be 

translated as “sworn brothers”. The term pobratimy will be used further. 
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who helped me to acquire my PCA status. This is very offensive. Another 

driver asked me, if he was the person who told me to go and join the army 

[…] and why I was showing him my document [at this point in the interview 

the participant became emotional and cried] […] I try not to use public 

transport and I walk as much as possible. But when I do, I just don't show my 

document (P14).  

Similarly, Participants 8 and 10 also pay for their tickets to avoid being humiliated in public: 

It is better to pay than to hear an insult like where and with whom I had sex 

with to get my PCA document […] It is meaningless to strive to prove 

something. So, I would rather pay than hear something like that being 

addressed to me (P8).  

I had an incident in marshrutka when I was returning from Odessa to my place 

in the countryside. I showed my PCA document, and the driver said to me it's 

very interesting what I was doing there [in ATO]. And I was just shocked and 

didn’t understand anything. And what can I say? He [the driver] saw me as a 

pretty woman and made his own conclusions. Therefore, it is much simpler to 

pay for your ticket (P10).  

Participant 14 describes her experience with the lack of social trust by referring to the widespread 

corruption and indifference of society: 

I think the situation is as it is because we are used to the fact that the 

government is very corrupt and venal, and that today anyone can buy almost 

anything. Therefore, they [marshrutka drivers] see it [PCA document] as just 

a piece of paper and don’t believe. I think that until this [the war] touches their 

family, they won’t believe it (P14). 

 Some veterans ascribe the lack of social trust and the lack of social cohesion and shared 

values between them and people in Odessa, to disinformation by Russian media and the negative 

coverage of veterans in some Ukrainian media outlets. Veterans maintain that while Russian media 

depicts them as “Nazis” (P7) and “punishers” (P17), some Ukrainian media outlets create a 

stereotype of veterans as people who are “sick in the head, who blow up grenades, slaughter and 

rob” (P9), “as dangerous, aggressive, abnormal and alcoholic” (P11), “as heavy drinkers who 

commit suicide by blowing themselves up with grenades” (P15) “as inadequate and inclined to 

suicide” (P19). The negative depiction of the ATO/JFO veterans in Ukrainian media was 

confirmed by reviewing various online media sources. For example, one of the online news 

websites reported that “an ATO veteran in Odessa blew himself up and that the police found out 

that he kept at home a whole arsenal of weapons, in particular, hand grenades of various types and 

ammunition for firearms”.24 Research participants do not deny that some ATO/JFO veterans can 

 
24 Link to the news article: https://news.liga.net/incidents/news/v-odesse-ot-vzryva-granaty-pogib-izvestnyy-

veteran-ato---politsiya  Last Accessed: 18-08-2021. 

https://news.liga.net/incidents/news/v-odesse-ot-vzryva-granaty-pogib-izvestnyy-veteran-ato---politsiya
https://news.liga.net/incidents/news/v-odesse-ot-vzryva-granaty-pogib-izvestnyy-veteran-ato---politsiya
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engage in harmful and antisocial behavior (P18,P11,P15,P17) but they think that Ukrainian media 

should not generalize isolated cases to all veterans since it impacts the formulation of public 

opinion. Veterans describe that this tendency leads to a situation where veterans are feared within 

the society, and that this hinders their social reintegration since it becomes difficult to generate 

bridging social capital (P7,P12,P16).   

While some veterans ascribe the lack of social cohesion and shared values to the work of 

media, other veterans believe that the reason lies in diverging political views (P20), and that as a 

result of demographic changes during Soviet Union, Odessa was heavily populated by ethnic 

Russians whose descendants today do not support the pro-Ukrainian narrative of the conflict (P12) 

Veterans frequently categorized people within the society into “us” and “them”:  

When it comes to Odessa, being a veteran here is not always good. Parts of 

the pro-Russian local population do not accept us [veterans] at all. I mean for 

them a veteran is a killer and definitely a person who did something bad. They 

think that if a person is a veteran, then he is 100% some kind of criminal and 

just a dangerous person with whom you need to be very careful (P7).     

Participant 18 describes the society in Odessa as consisting of three categories of people:  

Some citizens in our society support veterans, they understand, think and, 

most importantly, analyze what is happening in the government, what is 

happening in the country, what is happening in society. And there is a part of 

society that is completely passive and indifferent that doesn’t care about 

anything. And there is a part of society that simply hates the participants of 

combat activities. We [veterans] call them separatists, and these are people 

who support Russia. These are the people who called for Russia in Odessa, 

who called for Russia in Nikolaev, and they continue to yearn for this big 

Soviet Union (P18). 

Veterans also stress the importance of shared values in generating social capital, that is if people 

they encounter within the society are pro-Ukrainian and share their understanding of the conflict. 

In the absence of shared values and social cohesion veterans express difficulties in generating 

bridging social ties within the society, which negatively impacts their social reintegration 

(P11,P12,P8,P13,P15,P18,P19). When I took a taxi to the Odessa Regional Administration to 

interview the representatives of MVA, the taxi driver seeing me checking the voice recorder 

initiated a conversation with me and asked me why I was going there and whether I was a 

journalist. I told him about the field study I was conducting and briefly explained the purpose of 

my research. The taxi driver asked me if I wanted to hear his opinion about ATO/JFO veterans. I 

didn’t mind and the taxi driver said:  
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Here in Odessa people do not acknowledge and recognize Ukrainian 

combatants. People treat them with contempt because they went with war on 

a fraternal nation. This is a war between two fraternal nations. Ukraine is not 

at war with German or American invaders. Each of us in Odessa has a lot of 

relatives in Russia. And now it turns out that I am at war with them. They 

[veterans] also impose on us the ideology that Russia is evil (Taxi driver). 

This observation with the taxi driver confirmed veterans’ accounts on the lack of shared values 

and social cohesion within the society in Odessa, which can be interpreted in terms of diverging 

political views about the conflict. 

For some veterans (P10,P9,P16,P18,P20,P21) the social capital they possessed before they 

went to war was damaged after they were demobilized. At the same time veterans state that they 

have acquired many new contacts during their time at war. In the quotes below, veterans describe 

how their social ties were eroded and their relations with acquaintances and friends deteriorated 

after demobilization: 

After demobilization I lost a couple of friends because they were pro-Russian. 

They said that I went to war and took up arms against brothers. So, our paths 

drifted apart, and we broke up. Because these people have absorbed Russian 

propaganda telling them that we [veterans] are punishers. Well, I kind of do 

not regret it at all, because it is better to end relations with such people. It is 

better to know about such people well in advance, otherwise they can stab you 

in the back at some point. I broke up with my friends because of diverging 

political views and I think it's for the better. But I made a lot of friends and 

acquaintances among those I served with at war (P9).  

After my return, my social circle has changed. Many people whom I 

considered friends supported Russia and separated from me. After that, I 

stopped communicating with them completely. If we encountered each other 

in the street, we could at most nod to each other or I turned my face away and 

tried to avoid eye contact. These people who were among my colleagues and 

acquaintances had separatist sentiments and they called for Russia to intervene 

in Odessa. They did not understand what was happening and they have 

completely different political views (P18).         

Most of the veterans (P7,P8,P9,P10,P12,P15,P16,P18,P19,P20,P21) described their possessed and 

generated social capital after demobilization as exclusively bonding, since they experienced high 

level of trust, cohesion, and shared values among their pobratimy and posestri25. Participant 12 

says, “we pobratimy and posestri feel like a separate island in such an indifferent society”. The 

majority of veterans said that they prefer to invest more in their bonding social ties among veterans, 

 
25 Посестры. Like pobratimy, the term posestri means “Sworn sisters” and was used by both male and female veterans 

who referred to their female military comrades.    
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since veterans describe them as more trustful, cohesive, and likeminded. For instance, Participant 

7 describes the trust and cohesion within his pobratimy network that serves as a bonding social 

capital, and helps to solve different issues:  

There are situations where I will not trust anyone except directly those people 

with whom I have experienced many difficult situations [...] that is, 

unequivocally my pobratimy. In many situations, I will turn only to these 

people [...] I want to always have pobratimy in my surroundings and it is 

always nice to communicate with them regarding any issue, because you trust 

these people. We constantly devote a lot of time to each other; we help each 

other to find a job or to solve other matters. There are not many such people 

left. These are people with whom I experience very deep emotional things that 

[...] I have never experienced anything more drastic and intense in my life. 

That is why I am confident in these people. They can always help out as much 

as I can help them, and I really want to do it. It's like with relatives. In fact, I 

have better relations with my pobratimy than with my relatives. I would rather 

call one of my pobratimy, explain to him the difficult situation I’ve got and 

get any necessary help from him. I trust these people unequivocally (P7).  

 

Nevertheless, not all veterans experience complete disharmony within the society. Some 

veterans said that along with the bonding social ties that they have generated during war among 

their pobratimy, they also make attempts to generate bridging social capital and regularly interact 

with non-veterans after demobilization (P11,P13,P14,P15,P17) For instance, Participant 11 

constantly interacts with students and teaching staff at her university. Participant 14 has a bridging 

social network among her work colleagues and people she meets in church. Likewise, participants 

13 and 17 spend more time with non-veterans. Yet, participant 17 describes his social network 

consisting of non-veterans who have not participated in ATO or JFO, but who are patriotic people 

whom he knew before Maidan revolution and with whom he continues to have close relations due 

to their contribution during Maidan events and during violent clashes in Odessa, in May 2014.   

In the absence of reintegration programs and proper veteran support services in relation to 

medical treatment, psychological rehabilitation and social adaptation, all interviewed veterans to 

varied extents consider the bonding social ties among vetеrans, as a crucial element of their social 

reintegration: 

I have a friend from my platoon who can call me at 1 am, because he [...] well, 

feels completely awful, and I’m lying at one o’clock in the morning in the bed, 

with my phone, calming him down, because he would do the same for me […] 

Veterans can experience different situations in the everyday life. It can be that 

a veteran shows his PCA document, and someone tells him something that 

makes it difficult for a person to digest. And a person needs to talk to someone 

to get some kind of relief. And of course, for this reason we call each other. 
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Military ties are all about psychological support. That is, when you need to 

talk about something that you are ashamed of or afraid of. It is important when 

you have this kind of support, because it gives you the strength to move 

forward (P11). 

We [veterans] all support each other. If there is someone who has 

psychological problems or someone just wants to call and have a conversation, 

then I will be happy to talk to this person because in order to go to a 

psychologist, he also needs to find one. In Ukraine we [veterans] allegedly 

have psychological help and a hotline to call, but this help is about doing tests 

[...] I mean, a person comes and writes tests regarding his psychological health 

and that's it. There are no places where veterans can talk and speak out. 

Pobratimy and posestri can call me at three o'clock in the morning to talk 

[laughs]. I would like to tell that person to go to bed, but on the other hand, 

you think that maybe the person just feels bad, and this call must be answered 

so that the person does not do something bad to himself. But this is mutual, 

and if I also call my pobratim or posestra at night, then they will treat me in 

the same way. If a person calls at such a time, it means that it is important for 

him […] My pobratimy support network helps me a lot. When you see and 

feel such a support among pobratimy, it becomes easier to adapt socially 

(P12). 

Participant 21 describes the reciprocity among veterans and tells that beside the psychological 

support he also improved his physical condition thanks to the possessed bonding social capital: 

After demobilization, I had problems with intervertebral discs due to the 

constant wearing of a bulletproof vest, which caused pain in my spine. I went 

to hospitals for half a year. I was prescribed to go through magneto and 

physiotherapy. Despite the fact that I have the right to free medical care, which 

is prescribed by law to veterans, they always asked for some kind of fee. 

Everything had to be paid for. I somehow went through magnetotherapy, and 

then I got so tired of it all that I had to suspend everything. After 

magnetotherapy, I needed to undergo a massage course, but of course I didn't 

have enough money for that. I was just lucky that I by chance met a pobratym, 

who served in another unit, but with whom I periodically encountered in ATO 

and at the military headquarters. So, we literally stumbled upon each other in 

a grocery store. Word after word, and it turned out that he works as a massagist 

in one of the spa centers here in Odessa. He arranged for me 12 massage 

sessions free of charge. It was very kind and nice of him and it helped a lot. I 

would like our society to work at such a gratuitous level. But I think that we 

are still far from reaching that level (P21). 

Other veterans also describe that “simply gathering for a birthday party with veterans’ families” 

(P8) or “going to fishing with pobratimy” (P20), bring plenty of positive moments to their lives. 

The abovementioned quotes reflect Robert Putnam’s arguement that social capital is crucial in 

maintaining physical and mental health (2000: 289). According to Putnam, in some cases social 

capital can be used as a substitute for “Prozac, sleeping pills, antacids, vitamin C and other drugs 

that can be found in the pharmacy” (ibid). To call a friend or an acquaintance might indeed be a 
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better solution than “to take aspirin” (ibid). Social connectedness has an enormous effect on human 

lives and the more socially integrated people are, the less likely they are to experience depression 

and other types of health issues (Putnam, 2000: 326). Putnam maintains that this therapeutic effect 

of social capital is reinforced through “close family ties, friendship networks, participation in 

social events, and even for simple association with religious and other civic associations”, which 

improves psychological wellbeing and mitigates stress and depression (ibid: 326-327).  

In the absence of official reintegration programs at the state level, the interviewed veterans 

also described how they negotiated their social reintegration through alternative sources 

(P7,P8,P16). These alternative sources of social reintegration were confirmed during observations, 

when veterans interacted and socialized through art and music, archery training, and airsoft games, 

which they organized with their own funds. All in all, this section demonstrated that most of the 

interviewed and observed veterans describe that the lack of social trust, social cohesion and shared 

values within their society undermine their ability to generate bridging social capital, and that 

bonding social capital among veterans serves as the main social resource that facilitates the 

veterans’ social reintegration.   

    

6.2 Reputation, prestige, and social capital in political 

reintegration 

Veterans described their political reintegration after demobilization differently. Some veterans 

(P9,P11,P13,P14,P21) said that their political reintegration was limited to merely voting in local, 

regional and national elections. Other veterans said that along with voting they also took active 

part in protest actions and in the social and political life of Odessa through civil society groups 

(P7,P16), by observing local elections (P16), and influencing political and judicial decision making 

at the local level (P18). The rest of the interviewed veterans said that they have at least once ran 

for elections themselves.  

Some of the veterans interviewed believe that due to fear, aversion and distrust towards 

veterans within Ukrainian society their veteran status may in fact serve as a hindrance during 

participation in political campaigns (P7,P15,P18). However other veterans, including those who 

have not participated in politics describe their veteran status as prestigious, bolstering their 
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reputation and as enabling them to make use of social capital in potential political activity 

(P8,P10,P11,P16,P17,P19). Participant 8 who participated in regional elections representing the 

pro-Ukrainian party “Voice”26, says that she wouldn’t be able to join this party if she was not a 

veteran: 

My military experience and military background serve as an advantage in my 

participation in the political life of the country. It is unlikely that I would have 

been invited to the Voice party and my candidacy forwarded and nominated 

if I was an ordinary citizen of Ukraine (P8).  

Participant 16 describes the symbolic role of his veteran status as potentially giving him prestige 

and good reputation, especially among the female electorate, as well as the role of social capital 

during elections: 

If I am to run a political campaign right now, I think that my veteran status 

will only play a positive role. Well, it’s cool that a person fought in war and 

it’s respectful in certain circles. I would really put emphasis on my military 

background […] because women like military [laughs] […] But in general 

people vote for their own candidates, those they know (P16).   

Likewise, Participant 19 explains that the symbolic features of a veteran as being brave, 

courageous, fearless, and masculine increase the chances of political success, and that in his future 

political campaigns, he will emphasize these aspects more: 

I think that normal people [...] they appreciate masculine deeds, and this adds 

to prestige and respect. Being called a man and being a man are two different 

things, and there is also a certain political element in this. Everyone 

understands perfectly well that you didn’t chicken out, that you are not a 

traitor, and that you are capable of protecting them. Everyone sees in you a 

protector. Perhaps this is the most important aspect of political activity. I have 

my own ideals for which I fought and risked my life. I mean, this is the basic 

precondition for any political activity. I think that people are impressed by the 

courage and bravery of the military [...] not all of course, but I think the 

majority are. In my previous political campaigns, I didn’t focus on this aspect 

a lot and maybe I had to do it to be elected. In my future political campaigns, 

I will definitely promote these moments more.  I mean, I need to emphasize 

on the veteran status as one of many other factors that can become a resource 

in my participation in the political life of the country. The military aspect here 

also envisages a clear political position. I mean, a veteran is a person who 

fought for certain ideals, risked his life and he will not be a traitor in the future, 

including to his voters. It seems to me that this is the definite formula and 

algorithm of political actions (P19). 

 
26 Партия Голос. 
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  Participant 10 describes the prestigious and reputable role of her veteran status, as well as how 

her social capital partially determines her current work in the party called European Solidarity27: 

I think that my veteran status has added to my prestige and respect in patriotic 

circles, thanks to which I was recruited into the party called European 

Solidarity. Since I am a citizen of the Russian Federation, I don’t even have 

the right to be a member of any political party in Ukraine. But the main 

principle for the European Solidarity party, and in particular for Petr 

Alekseevich28, is the army and the military. I got acquainted with the 

representatives of this party when I served in ATO, as they periodically visited 

combatants at the front line. And after my demobilization, I was welcomed 

and accepted to the party (P10).   

Participant 10 highlights that despite being a Russian citizen, her prestige, reputation, and social 

capital within patriotic political circles paved the way for her political career after demobilization. 

Participant 19 maintains that due to the fact that he went to war voluntarily and was not mobilized 

adds to his reputation even more and allows him to put forward his proposals during the meetings 

of MVA and veteran institutions, and to influence the decision-making processes associated with 

the post-demobilization situation of veterans.  Likewise, participant 12 describes the social capital 

and the prestigious, reputable, and respectful role of her veteran status to give her access to decision 

making mechanisms. Participant 12 goes further and explains that these symbolic aspects are 

backed up by the fact that many clerks and government officials fear veterans:     

I think my veteran status has added a lot to my public prestige and respect. 

Considering also that many of my friends and acquaintances whom I got to 

know during Maidan and the war, hold high positions in the political and 

military spheres, this also serves as an important factor in my ability to 

influence various political processes. As a deputy of the regional council, I am 

already inside all the affairs and at each session I raise questions, I look for 

answers, I can submit projects, albeit small, but at least in this way I do 

something. I vote during the adoption of certain bills at the local level and 

have certain leverage in making certain decisions. When it comes to achieving 

desired political outcomes within certain instances such as regional or city 

administrations, my veteran status allows me to go through everything without 

difficulty and all doors are open for me. This is due to the fact that our 

officials, they treat veterans like [...] some treat us with respect, and some with 

respect and with apprehension, because there is the idea that a shell-shocked 

veteran is capable of anything (P12). 

The abovementioned quotes reflect Pierre Bourdieu’s argument that social capital can be converted 

to symbolic capital, which is about distinction and is “nothing other than capital, in whatever form, 

 
27 Партия «Европейская Солидарность». 
28 Petro Oleksiyovych Poroshenko is the head of the party “European Solidarity”. 
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when perceived by an agent endowed with categories of perception arising from the internalization 

of the structure of its distribution” (1985:731). These distinctions are enabled through access to 

appropriate forms of capital, including social capital (Bourdieu, 1985:731), which provides 

individuals with resources by means of various symbolic approvals (Bourdieu, 1990:119).  The 

prestige and good reputation described by the veterans during interviews was confirmed during 

my observation of the protest act in front of the regional Rada of Odessa, where hundreds of 

ATO/JFO veterans, members of pro-Ukrainian political parties and ordinary pro-Ukrainian 

residents gathered to protest the proposal of the pro-Russian deputies from Sharia29 and OPFL30 

fractions to elevate a monument dedicated to the pro-Russian protestors who died in May 2014 at 

Kulikovo Field in downtown Odessa. The protestors were mobilized through veteran networks in 

social media and the protestors were successful in hindering the elevation of the monument, which 

demonstrates that the ATO/JFO veterans possess social and symbolic resources that provide them 

with leverage to influence political decision-making processes at local level.    

 Other participants explain that veteran status is in fact a hindrance in political decision-

making processes and political activity due to “negative stereotypes about veterans” (P7), 

“widespread distrust towards veterans” (P15), and “apprehension and fear of veterans” (P18). 

Moreover, Participant 15, who in 2018 participated in the regional elections in Odessa as a 

candidate for deputy to the Verkhovna Rada, says that he failed to be elected not due to the lack 

of symbolic or social capital, but rather due to the lack of economic capital, since those who are 

elected bribe and buy their voters. Participant 3 is also skeptical about the political reintegration 

of ATO/JFO veterans and believes that today many political parties in Ukraine welcome veterans 

in order to use them to achieve their own goals. Nevertheless, many veterans describe their 

prestige, reputation, as well as the bonding social capital among people with military background 

and patriotic Ukrainian circles to be a decisive factor in their political reintegration after 

demobilization (P8,P10,P11,P12,P16,P17,P19,P20).    

 

 
29 Партия «Шария».  
30 Opposition Platform for Life. In Ukrainian: «Опозиційна платформа — За життя» (ОПЗЖ). 



 55 

6.3 Trust, reciprocity, and social capital in economic 

reintegration  

Many veterans explain that they experienced prejudiced attitudes and discrimination within the 

labor market, which they describe mainly in terms of a lack of social trust and generalized 

reciprocity towards veterans within society (P7,P8,P9,P10,P11,P12,P13,P17,P19,P21). Participant 

8 describes that workplaces fear hiring veterans due to the widespread belief that veterans have 

psychological problems and mental disorders after demobilization: 

There are certain jobs and organizations that can hire veterans to work […] 

for instance, as security guards. But this is a drop in the ocean. And the rest of 

the employers, when they find out that a person is a participant of combat 

activities, they try to avoid him because they think that a veteran is shell-

shocked and sick in the head, and it is better to play it safe and not to employ 

him [a veteran] (P8).  

Participant 13 describes his experience with employment by referring to distrust towards veterans 

due to a widespread stereotype and belief that veterans are inadequate and violent: 

I had a negative experience with employment in Odessa. After being 

demobilized, I started to look for a job and found a job in a supermarket. I was 

called for an interview. When I came to the supermarket called Tavria, the top 

manager of the supermarket asked me about my life and work experience. I 

told her that I have served in ATO and […] I don’t know if she was joking or 

was serious, but she asked me if I could stab someone at the workplace since 

according to her people are going crazy after war. In the end, I was not hired, 

probably because of these very rumors about veterans [...] and this stereotype 

that veterans are freaked out played a role (P13). 

Similarly, Participant 11, who worked as a university lecturer before she went to war, failed to 

pass a job interview twice, since her potential employer feared and didn’t trust veterans:    

After demobilization, I tried to get a job at two different universities where I 

was refused, most likely because of my veteran status. The first time, I had an 

interview with the rector of one university. I told of course who I was, and he 

refused me. The second time, I had a job interview with a vice-rector at 

another university and again I told him about myself, and he said that I fought 

in a war and how I could be allowed to work with children. As a result, I then 

abandoned the idea of working at universities and did not make any more 

attempts to get a job as a teacher (P11).  

 Participant 11 and Participant 12 maintain that the information about their participation in war 

was also stated in their CV and that it was meaningless to hide this information from employers, 

since as combatants, they received a salary from the state, which was registered both in the Tax 
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Department and Pension Fund. Nevertheless, unlike other veterans, Participant 15 has never 

experienced discrimination after he returned to Odessa and was assisted whenever people heard 

he was a Donbass war veteran. Participant 15 explains that when he returned to Odessa with his 

family, he had to arrange a kindergarten for his child, and according to the rules, he had to wait 

for his turn in the queue. But thanks to his veteran status the kindergarten made a concession and 

the problem was solved.   

Besides a lack of social trust and generalized reciprocity, interviewed veterans also stressed 

the role of shared political and moral values in the process of their employment, that is if a potential 

employer is pro-Russian and anti-Ukrainian, this will create issues for veterans in securing a job 

(P7,P8,P9,P10,P11,P12,P13,P19). Veterans explain that they experienced more trust and 

reciprocity within their veteran networks and among patriotic pro-Ukrainian people. 

Consequently, the majority of research participants describe their bonding social capital among 

veterans as serving as a crucial social resource in their economic reintegration 

(P7,P9,P10,P12,P13,P14,P15,P16,P17,P18,P19,P21). For instance, Participants 7, 9 and 16 who 

served in the same battalion, describe that immediately after their demobilization they were hired 

by Odessa authorities into the municipal police, since their commander who interceded on their 

behalf had good relations with the mayor of Odessa. Participant 16 even maintains that it was 

much easier to get a job after demobilization and that his social network among veterans serves as 

a social resource to which he can appeal at any time to get a job:       

I think that after the war it was even easier to find a job. There is such a factor 

[…] I made more acquaintances among my pobratimy, and if I would lose my 

job, I think that I would have found another one through contacts with my 

pobratimy. And before the war it was more difficult to find a job. My social 

network and social ties expanded precisely because of my contacts with 

pobratimy (P16).   

Participant 19 is engaged in freelance journalism and describes that due to his contacts among 

veterans, he is frequently recommended to various media outlets who ask him to write articles on 

military and political topics. Likewise, Participant 18 believes that without the ardent efforts of his 

military comrades, he wouldn’t have been able to get his current job where he has been working 

for almost three years. When I spent time with Participant 21, he asked me if I wanted to follow 

with him to a city called Juzjne31 situated approximately 60 km from the city of Odessa, since he 

 
31 Южный. 
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had to visit the employment agency there. When asked why he didn’t go to the employment agency 

in the city of Odessa instead, Participant 21 said that there is a pobratym who works in the 

employment agency in Juzjne who is known for helping ATO/JFO veterans become employed. 

Likewise, Participant 14 describes her military networks as playing a major role in her employment 

due to trust and reciprocity on the part of her military leadership: 

It was my military contacts that helped me to find my current job. I was 

contacted by the employer, and it was very unexpected for me. I always try to 

do my job diligently and when they called me, they said that they needed 

employees like me because they knew and were aware of how I worked in the 

ATO, and therefore, they understood how I would work in Odessa. And I was 

immediately asked to begin to work. I was so pleased (P14). 

After being employed, Participant 14 also helped her military comrade to get a job at the same 

place by recommending the person to her employer:   

A posestra called me from Poltava and said that she did not have a job, and 

that they had only low-paying jobs in the village. I suggested she comes to 

Odessa to work and told her that we have a vacancy at my workplace. I 

recommended her to our employer. She arrived, was interviewed, and was 

hired. She now works with me, and I am pleased. This is my posestra. I think 

that if I find myself in some difficult situation, I can always write to my 

pobratimy and posestry and, if there is a possibility, they will support me or 

ask those people they know who can help if they have any acquaintances. And 

as the saying goes, after six handshakes, they will find the right person to help 

someone. This is really cool. In Odessa, everything works like that in military 

circles (P14).  

The abovementioned accounts of veterans may resemble Robert Putnam’s argument about 

“generalized reciprocity”, which assumes a gratuitous favor without expecting something in return 

“in the confident expectation that someone else will do something for the person down the road” 

(2000:20-21). Yet, the reciprocity experienced among veterans can be interpreted more as 

“specific” or particularistic rather than “generalized” (Putnam: 21-22), since it functions only 

within military circles.    

At different periods of time, Participants 7, 13 and 17 were employed by a veteran friendly 

restaurant in Odessa called “Veterano Pizza”. Participants 7, 13 and 17 describe Veterano Pizza 

as a workplace that prioritizes the employment of ATO/JFO veterans more than ordinary citizens. 

Consequently, to get a better understanding of this process, I agreed to interview the owner of the 

Veterano Pizza (Participant 6) and asked him about the employment process at his restaurant. 

Participant 6 describes the employment strategy of Veterano Pizza as follows:        
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We always talk about this and emphasize that we employ veterans. We always 

prioritize people who have a PCA document. When we announce job 

vacancies, we always emphasize that it is the participants of combat activities 

who will be welcomed. We simply post a vacancy on our Facebook page, and 

we immediately indicate that we are looking for a person who is ideally a 

participant of combat activities. In addition, we use the Telegram channel and 

the Viber channel where we announce the same job listing. Candidates are 

always interviewed in person. Our main criterion is that a person should 

preferably be a participant of combat activities. Veterano Pizza serves as a 

social resource for veterans. Because they [veterans] know that they will come 

here, and they will be 100% hired here. If they can’t get a job somewhere else, 

they will be definitely employed here (P6).  

The employment strategy of the Veterano Pizza was also confirmed through reviewing its 

Facebook page and a webpage called Narabotu where the job vacancies in Odessa are posted. The 

job announcement says that Veterano Pizza Odesa is looking for “a pizza maker and an 

administrator, and that the participants of combat activities will be preferred”32. Moreover, 

Participant 6 goes further and describes the process of job interview where potential employers are 

filtered and categorized into those who support the pro-Ukrainian narrative of the conflict and 

those who do not suit Veterano Pizza due to ideological beliefs:  

We usually pay attention to what extent a person suits our team. The main 

thing for me is that we do not have ideological dissidence here because 

sometimes people come and do not understand where they are coming to. And 

in the process of dialogue, I understand that to the question of whom Crimea 

belongs to, you can hear different answers. If a potential employer is not a 

participant of combat activities, then he is asked two main questions during 

the interview. That is, I ask the first question whom Crimea belongs to, and 

the second question who Putin is […] I ask these questions during the 

interview. And the right answers are, Putin is a dickhead and Crimea is 

Ukraine. And sometimes people answered that Putin is the president of the 

Russian Federation. It happened that people answered these questions in the 

wrong way, and I told them that you are not suitable for us and that you will 

not be able to work here. Therefore, after I see that a person knows where he 

is going and understands who works here, only then do we discuss the terms 

and conditions of employment. We employ in this way, because our collective 

here must be cohesive, so that there are no misunderstandings here and that 

everyone fits together, primarily in terms of ideology (P6). 

 
32 Job announcement at Veterano Pizzeria’s Facebook page: 

https://www.facebook.com/veteranopizza.odesa/posts/533916898058548   

Job announcement at the Narabotu webpage: 

https://narabotu.od.ua/%D0%B2%D0%B0%D0%BA%D0%B0%D0%BD%D1%81%D0%B8%D1%8F-

%D0%BF%D0%B8%D1%86%D0%B0%D0%B9%D0%BE%D0%BB%D0%BE-%D0%B2-

%D0%BE%D0%B4%D0%B5%D1%81%D1%81%D0%B5-

239062?from_fb&fbclid=IwAR3Yr047C3DHpfDoPxNgVGOB02GtblWG5JHd5gBCntIfGvy4V_UeyhOhq5k     

https://www.facebook.com/veteranopizza.odesa/posts/533916898058548
https://narabotu.od.ua/%D0%B2%D0%B0%D0%BA%D0%B0%D0%BD%D1%81%D0%B8%D1%8F-%D0%BF%D0%B8%D1%86%D0%B0%D0%B9%D0%BE%D0%BB%D0%BE-%D0%B2-%D0%BE%D0%B4%D0%B5%D1%81%D1%81%D0%B5-239062?from_fb&fbclid=IwAR3Yr047C3DHpfDoPxNgVGOB02GtblWG5JHd5gBCntIfGvy4V_UeyhOhq5k
https://narabotu.od.ua/%D0%B2%D0%B0%D0%BA%D0%B0%D0%BD%D1%81%D0%B8%D1%8F-%D0%BF%D0%B8%D1%86%D0%B0%D0%B9%D0%BE%D0%BB%D0%BE-%D0%B2-%D0%BE%D0%B4%D0%B5%D1%81%D1%81%D0%B5-239062?from_fb&fbclid=IwAR3Yr047C3DHpfDoPxNgVGOB02GtblWG5JHd5gBCntIfGvy4V_UeyhOhq5k
https://narabotu.od.ua/%D0%B2%D0%B0%D0%BA%D0%B0%D0%BD%D1%81%D0%B8%D1%8F-%D0%BF%D0%B8%D1%86%D0%B0%D0%B9%D0%BE%D0%BB%D0%BE-%D0%B2-%D0%BE%D0%B4%D0%B5%D1%81%D1%81%D0%B5-239062?from_fb&fbclid=IwAR3Yr047C3DHpfDoPxNgVGOB02GtblWG5JHd5gBCntIfGvy4V_UeyhOhq5k
https://narabotu.od.ua/%D0%B2%D0%B0%D0%BA%D0%B0%D0%BD%D1%81%D0%B8%D1%8F-%D0%BF%D0%B8%D1%86%D0%B0%D0%B9%D0%BE%D0%BB%D0%BE-%D0%B2-%D0%BE%D0%B4%D0%B5%D1%81%D1%81%D0%B5-239062?from_fb&fbclid=IwAR3Yr047C3DHpfDoPxNgVGOB02GtblWG5JHd5gBCntIfGvy4V_UeyhOhq5k
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Although Veterano Pizza acts as a social capital for ATO/JFO veterans which is bonding and 

inward looking in nature, Participant 6 maintains that Veterano Pizza serves as a beneficial social 

resource for veterans and provides them with income, necessary skills and work experience. 

Moreover, Participant 6 believes that working in Veterano Pizza also contributes to veterans’ 

economic, but also social reintegration since as he maintains: “working with your hands has a 

calming effect, which positively impacts the psychological wellbeing of veterans”. In an unofficial 

conversation with Participant 6, he said that Veterano Pizza also provided all ATO/JFO veterans 

and their family members with a discount card called Pobratim33 that gives a discount from 25 to 

50% for each purchase. This can be interpreted as a particularistic and specific reciprocity 

envisaged only for in-group members. As can be seen from the data, Veterano Pizza serves as a 

social resource for veterans, which resembles the bonding and inward-looking elements of social 

capital. The data reflects Robert Putnam’s argument that bonding social capital generates strong 

in-group loyalty and strong outgroup intolerance (2000:23), which leads to social inequalities, 

since norms and networks that provide some groups with social resources may exclude others, 

especially if the norms are discriminatory (Putnam, 2000:358; Portes, 1998:21). The data also 

reveal that the interviewed veterans were employed at Veterano Pizza not exclusively due to their 

social capital. Participants 7, 13 and 17 describe that they were initially informed about the job 

opportunity at Veterano Pizza through their social ties, but further in the process of job interview 

they were employed due to their veteran status. Thus, despite getting information about the job 

through social capital, the eventual employment at Veterano Pizza was determined by veterans’ 

institutional capital. 

 The negative manifestation of the bonding social capital was also evident in the 

conversation with Participant 16. When the interview was completed and the voice recorder was 

switched off, Participant 16 said that there were things that he couldn’t say while the voice recorder 

was on. Participant 16 describes that since it is difficult to sustain his family with the official 

monthly salary, he engaged in illicit activities together with his former military comrades to 

generate additional income. Participant 16 said that together with his pobratimy, he smuggled 

cheap cigarettes from Moldova, which they further sold to Roma people and other merchants at 

 
33 Побратим. 
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the Privoz market in Odessa. Participant 16 also describes the norm of trust to be at the core of this 

income generating activity:   

You cannot do this business with whomever. In this kind of business, the most 

reliable people are pobratimy. If you do this with people you don’t trust, there 

is a risk that the cops will knock on your door the day after (P16).  

 Participants 12 and 16 who plan to start their own businesses in the future, describe the 

reciprocity and the solidarity among pobratimy as a beneficial social resource that will contribute 

to the prosperity of their businesses:   

My husband and I have an idea to start a business and to produce natural 

smoked meat, fish and so on. Through our veteran community, it is possible 

to reach many customers, and in principle, you don't need any advertising 

because all pobratimy and posestri support each other. The purchase of 

products takes place through social networks. Recently [...] approximately two 

years ago, a veteran from Odessa moved to a village near Odessa and together 

with his wife opened his own cheese dairy from scratch. And we [veterans] 

order products from him, we buy his products, and we recommend and 

advertise his products. This network of interaction between pobratimy is 

taking place all over the country. My husband and I are also planning to start 

our own business and manufacture our own product. Our only hope for the 

prosperity of the business is on ourselves and the veteran community. That is, 

we veterans rely on each other (P12). 

I was thinking about starting my own business someday. I seriously thought 

about it. I was thinking of opening a hostel so that my wife could also be 

involved. We have such a solidarity among pobratimy that [...] if, for example, 

you know that your pobratym has started some kind of enterprise somewhere 

[…] you go online to put five stars for the rating (laughs) (P16).  

The social capital veterans possessed also helped them in other issues related to their 

economic reintegration. According to the section three, article 12 (§14) of the Law of Ukraine “On 

the Status of War Veterans, guarantees of their social protection” all ATO/JFO veterans are entitled 

to get a free land plot from the state for housing or farming (Verkhovna Rada of Ukraine, 1993). 

However, all interviewed veterans describe the land allotment process as complicated and said that 

they have experienced numerous difficulties in obtaining a land plot due to corruption, nepotism, 

and excessive bureaucracy. Many veterans said that several years after demobilization they are 

still struggling to get their land plot. A few veterans who managed to get their land plot describe 
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their social capital as a determinant factor in this process (P7,P14,P17,P18). As Participant 7 puts 

it, “the land can be obtained either by bribing someone or through blat”34 (P7).    

Nevertheless, not all interviewed veterans describe the social capital that impacts their 

livelihood and facilitates their economic reintegration solely in terms of bonding social capital. 

For instance, Participant 11 explains that after being denied employment by two universities, her 

good acquaintance within academia with whom she co-authored a textbook provided her with a 

job at his department. Likewise, along with the help of bonding social capital, Participant 14 also 

generates her income through bridging with the wider society. Participant 14 explains that due to 

the pandemics many hospitals are overloaded and do not accept people with other health issues, 

and since people in the church she is visiting know that she works as a nurse, she is frequently 

contacted by people who may need medical help such as to put a dropper. Participant 20 is the 

only veteran who described his human capital as the only factor that facilitated his economic 

reintegration. Participant 20 maintains that after demobilization, he obtained his dream job after 

three years of university studies which he needed to raise his qualifications, and that neither 

bonding nor bridging social capital played a role in the process of his employment.  

All in all, the last section of this chapter demonstrated that most of the ATO/JFO veterans 

describe their bonding social capital among pobratimy and posestri to have the utmost impact on 

their livelihoods due to the trust, reciprocity but also cohesion and solidarity embedded in the 

mutually beneficial interactions among veterans, which in turn facilitates their economic 

reintegration.    

 

 

 

 

         

 
34 The term “blat” originated in Soviet Union and refers to profitable and reciprocal social connections (See 

Marques, 2005, pp. 31-32).   
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 7. Conclusions 
 

As stated in the introduction, this thesis seeks to obtain an in-depth understanding about the 

experiences of ATO/JFO veterans with possessed and generated social capital after demobilization 

and its role in the process of ex-combatant reintegration. This study has revealed a holistic view 

of the role of social capital in ex-combatant reintegration, which can be characterized with the 

variability and complexity of accounts related to the investigated phenomenon. Although some 

ATO/JFO veterans35 made attempts to build bridging social ties after demobilization, all veterans 

in this study to varied extent experienced a lack of social trust, shared values and social cohesion, 

which led to the strengthening of the bonding social capital among pobratimy and posestri that 

contributed significantly to veterans’ social reintegration, particularly by providing valuable social 

and psychological support. The findings demonstrate that the great potential of bridging social 

capital or “weak ties” that provide individuals with “ideas, influences and information” 

(Granovetter, 1973:1371) was undermined due to the distrust of the wider society towards 

veterans. Moreover, the social capital veterans possessed before they went to war was also 

damaged after their demobilization due to diverging political views about the conflict, which also 

explains veterans’ strong reliance on their bonding social capital within military networks. These 

findings reflect the arguments that “polarized societies tend to bond along crucial sociopolitical 

cleavages” (van Deth and Zmerli, 2010: 638), and that the generation of bridging social capital 

depends on people’s ability to go beyond their social and political identities and to connect with 

other people who are different from them (Putnam, 2000:411). This study also found that the 

generation of bridging social capital by ATO/JFO veterans during their reintegration is also 

dependent on cultural factors. While social structural factors relate to social organizations like 

“family, clan, legal system, or nation”, cultural factors concern “meanings, values and ideas” 

which can be embedded in certain ideology (Fukuyama, 1995:34). The societal experiences of 

ATO/JFO veterans with the lack of trust, shared values and cohesion in Odessa can be understood 

in terms of what Francis Fukuyama calls “ethical systems” that “constitute unwritten moral rules 

of culturally determined behavior and create moral communities because their shared languages 

of good and evil give their members a common moral life and a degree of trust among its members” 

 
35 Participant 11, 13, 14, 15 and 17 (see section 6.1). 
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(1995:35-36). These cognitive aspects of social capital derive from “mental processes and resulting 

ideas reinforced by norms, values, attitudes and beliefs that contribute to cooperative behavior” 

(Uphoff, 2000:218), which as the findings of this study demonstrate are influenced by media 

outlets and lack of social cohesion due to large numbers of pro-Russian residents in Odessa. In 

addition, “expectations about the behavior of others form as a result of interactions among groups 

defined by ethnicity, religion, or other shared values that signal who to trust and distrust” (Levi, 

1996:48). Hence, the findings of this study demonstrate that the sources of social capital are 

influenced by the social and political environment in Odessa, which determine the nature of the 

generated social capital by ATO/JFO veterans and the process of their reintegration. Although the 

bonding social capital that ATO/JFO veterans rely on in the absence of bridging social capital has 

negative implications since it perpetuates an ‘us’ versus ‘them mentality’, the cohesion and 

solidarity found in these inward-looking social ties contribute positively to veterans’ social, 

political and economic reintegration. The cooperative behavior, trust, and reciprocity among 

veterans after their demobilization can be explained with the “spillover effect”, since people who 

have jointly accomplished dangerous work where they strongly rely on each other are more likely 

to engage in the same relationship in other contexts and social encounters (Riedl and Van Winden, 

2004:59-60).  

When it comes to the political reintegration of the ATO/JFO veterans, the symbolic capital 

that rests on credit, recognition, and prestige that people confer on a person (Bourdieu, 1991:192), 

can only partly apply to ATO/JFO veterans in Odessa due to the negative images of veterans within 

the society. Those veterans who underlined the prestigious and reputable role of their veteran 

status, referred to either a potential participation in political activity36 or to their symbolic capital 

recognized exclusively by likeminded people in pro-Ukrainian political parties37. Some veterans 

also described their reputation in terms of widespread apprehension of veterans within the 

society38. Those veterans who engaged in political activity described their bonding social capital 

as a determinant factor in this process39. 

Likewise, the economic reintegration of ATO/JFO veterans was mainly facilitated by 

bonding social capital due to the trust and specific reciprocity embedded in relations with former 

 
36 Participant 11, 16 and 19 (see section 6.2). 
37 Participant 8, 10 and 17 (see section 6.2). 
38 Participant 7, 12, 15 and 18 (see section 6.2). 
39 Participant 8, 10, 12 and 17 (see section 6.2). 
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military comrades and lack of trust and generalized reciprocity within the wider society. 

Nevertheless, there is a reason for caution. Along with bonding social capital, a few veterans in 

this study also described their bridging social ties40, their institutional capital41 and human capital42 

impacting their livelihoods. It is therefore doubtful whether all the findings related to the role of 

social capital in economic reintegration are supported by the predetermined analytical tools.  

The study also found that research participants generate and make use of social capital 

among other ATO/JFO veterans they are not directly familiar with through social media on the 

internet, which enables collective action in relation to political decision making, as well as getting 

access to information that would improve veterans’ economic situation. In this respect the 

cyberspace provides like-minded people with means for mobilization and dissemination of 

valuable information (Putnam, 2000:172-173). 

All in all, in the absence of comprehensive reintegration programs, ATO/JFO veterans 

describe their bonding social capital as a crucial asset in all three spheres of reintegration, and 

especially social reintegration due to psychological support they receive from their pobratimy and 

posestri. Therefore, this study suggests a reconsideration of the existing DDR theory on 

reintegration that assumes the harmful effect of military ties in ex-combatant reintegration. 

Considering the findings of this study, the idea that ‘military ties harm reintegration’ does not 

acknowledge the broader situation, since the ATO/JFO veterans in this study are in an 

economically precarious position, they live in a society polarized by the armed conflict with 

Russia, and in this context, the alternative of not using their military ties does not make practical 

sense. Moreover, the findings reveal that the bonding social capital that ATO/JFO veterans 

generated in the battlefield and developed after demobilization adds to the existing state services 

and in some instances even substitutes for veteran services that are poorly provided by the 

Ukrainian state authorities. In this light, the military ties serve as an important factor in the overall 

reintegration of ATO/JFO veterans in Odessa. Although the findings of this study are not 

generalizable to all ATO/JFO veterans throughout Ukraine since this study explored the subjective 

experiences of a limited number of veterans through a bounded case study, this case study has 

 
40 Participant 11 and 14 (see section 6.3). 
41 Participant 7, 13, and 17 (see section 6.3).  
42 Participant 20 (see section 6.3). 
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provided an in-depth understanding of the issues related to ex-combatant reintegration in Odessa, 

and the role of social capital in this intricate process.        

Lastly, insights obtained through case studies can directly impact and determine prospects for 

future research (Merriam, 1998: 19). This fieldwork has identified additional questions requiring 

further clarification. Since this study found that ATO/JFO veterans in Odessa experience lack of 

social trust, social cohesion, shared values, and damaged social capital, it raises additional 

questions about the nature and the role of social capital in the reintegration of ATO/JFO veterans 

in other regions of Ukraine. To answer this question requires bringing in comparative data, and for 

this reason it would be of relevance to conduct a comparative study, where the post-demobilization 

experiences of ATO/JFO veterans with the role of bonding and bridging social capital in their 

reintegration can be explored in several regions of Ukraine. The existing DDR scholarship on ex-

combatant reintegration, the scarce research on social, political, and economic reintegration of the 

ATO/JFO veterans in Ukraine, as well as lack of comprehensive policy on the reintegration of the 

ATO/JFO veterans would strongly benefit from such comparisons. Participants in this study also 

mentioned that along with the Russian media, Ukrainian media also played a role in the 

formulation of public opinion about ATO/JFO veterans. Thus, further research can also explore 

the dynamics and the incentive(s) of the Ukrainian media outlets in presenting the ATO/JFO 

veterans in negative light, which in turn creates obstacles for veterans’ social, political, and 

economic reintegration.     
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