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Abstract

The role of street-level bureaucrats (SLBs), such as teachers, healthcare workers and police
officers, has garnered increasing attention in Public Administration literature. Nonetheless, a
subfield of significant theoretical and empirical relevance remains underexplored—their role in
wars and conflicts over territorial control. This paper aims to analyze how wars impact the work
of SLBs and the strategies they adopt to cope with the adversities of these contexts. For that,
we focus on the war in Ukraine, the most intense conflict on European soil since World War II.
We address education professionals as an SLB subgroup since schools and universities have
become pivotal targets of Russian occupation forces— a cultural frontline instrumental in the
efforts to legitimize territorial annexation and assimilate local inhabitants. The analysis is based
on a remote ethnography encompassing in-depth interviews with educators who experienced
the Russian occupation in southern Ukraine (Kherson region), coupled with content analysis of
reports from the media, human rights organizations, and state sources. The paper provides
theoretical and empirical contributions by examining a context in which SLBs cope with
extreme adversities: risks to life, complex ethical dilemmas and political pressures (disputes for
their loyalty), as well as numerous uncertainties related to ruptures in institutional hierarchies,
information flows, and sources of material resource. We develop a typology of four strategies
(exit, collaborationism, remote adaptation and local defiance) underlying SLBs’ motivations
and risks. Our findings may contribute to an emerging research agenda on the role of SLBs in
wars and political violence—situations that, unfortunately, have become increasingly frequent
across the globe.

Keywords: Street-level bureaucrats; armed conflicts; collaborationism in territorial
occupations; education professionals; War in Ukraine.
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Sk BiliHM BIVIMBAIOTh HA JepsKaBHE YIPABJIIHHS Ta BYJMYHY OI0POKpPATiIO: BUMTEJI Ta
OCBITSIHM Ha NepeoBiil pocilicbKkol oKynaunii B YKpaiHi

Bicente ®@eppapo, ['abpiena Jlorra, Muxaiino ['onuap

AHoTaNIina

Posnps Bynuunux 6ropokpatis (Bb), Takux sik BunTeNi, MEANYHI MPaLiBHUKH Ta o(iliepu NOoiLii,
NpUBEPTaE Bce OUIbIIE YBAry B JIITEpaTypi PO AepKaBHE YIPaBIiHHA. TUM HE MEHIII, 32 CBOEIO
TEOPETUYHOIO Ta EMITIPHYHOIO aKTYaJIbHOCTIO, 3AJIMIIAETHCS HEIOCTaTHHO BUBUEHOIO 1X POJIb
y BiliHaX 1 TepuTOpiadbHUX KOHQuiKTax. L{g cTarTs Mae Ha MeTi mpoaHaji3yBaTH, SIK TaKi
0o0CTaBMHU BIUIMBaIOTh Ha poOoty BB Ta crparerii, siki BOoHM 00MpaioTh, 100 BIOpATHUCS 3
BUKJIMKaMHU. J[J1s1 IbOTO MU 30cepeKy€eMOcCs Ha BiiiHI B YKpaiHi, HAaMrocTpimioMy KOHQIIKTI y
€Bpori 3 yaciB [[pyroi cBitoBoi BiliHH. MU 3BepTaeMocs 70 OCBITSH sk 10 miarpynu BB,
OCKUTPKM IIKOJIM Ta YHIBEPCUTETH CTAJM BAXJIMBOIO MIIICHHIO POCIMCHKOI OKymamii Ha
KyJIbTypHOMY (DPOHTI, III0 Ma€ CIPHUATHU JIETITUMI3aIlli TEPUTOPIATBHOT aHEKCli Ta aCUMIJIALIT
MiCIIeBHX >XuTeniB. Hamr anami3 rpyHTyeTbcs Ha IUCTaHIiMHIA eTHOrpadii, M0 BKIIOYAE
ITMOMHHI 1HTEPB’I0 3 OCBITSHAMM, SIKI MEPEKWIM POCIHCHKY OKyHaliio Ha MiBIHI YKpaiHH
(Xepconcbka 007acTh), y TMOEIHAHHI 3 aHANI30M MOBigoMJieHb 3MI, mpaBo3axMCHUX
opravizaniii ta o¢imiiiHux kepen. CTarTs MICTUTh TEOPETUYHI Ta EMIIPUYHI BHECKH,
JOCHIKYIOUH KOHTEKCT, y sikomy BB nonae Ham3BuuaiiHi TpyaHOIII: 3arpo3u Ui SKUTTS,
CKJIQ/IHI €TUYHI JUJIEMH Ta TOJITUIHUN TUCK (OCKITBKU BOIOIOY1 CTOPOHU 3MararoThes 3a iXHIO
JOSATBHICTE), @ TAKOXX YHCICHHI HEBHU3HAYEHOCTi, MOB’S3aHI 3 BTPATOI0 IHCTUTYLIHHHUX
3aB’s3KiB, KaHaNiB iH(popMalii Ta JpKepesl MaTepialbHUX pecypciB. Mu HponoHyeMo
THUIIOJIOTII0 YOTUPHOX CTpaTerii (BUXia, KomabopalioHi3M, BilaeHa aanTallis Ta CIpOTHB),
AK1 JIeXaTh B OCHOBI MoTuBalii Ta pu3ukiB Bb. Haii BUCHOBKM MOXYTh CIIPHSITH HOBOMY
NOTJIALY Ha JOCHipKeHHs poui BB y BiliHaxX 1 MOMITHYHUX KOHQIIKTaX — CUTYallisX, sKi, HA
’KaJlb, CTAIOTh BCE OLIBIII MOMIUPEHUMH 110 BChOMY CBITY.

KrouoBi ciioBa: BynuuHa 6ropokpartist; 30poitHi KOH(IIIKTH; KOJIa0opallioHi3M Ha OKyTIOBaHii
TepuTopii; ocBiTAHM; BiifHa B YkpaiHi.

Kak BoifHBI BIHSIIOT HA TOCYIaPCTBEHHOE YIIPaBJIeHHE U YIUYHYI0 OI0POKPATHIO:
YUYHMTEJA U NeJaroru Ha nepeaoBoil pOCCHICKON OKKYNAaMU B YKpauHe

Bucente ®eppapo, ['abpusna Jlorra, Muxaun ['onuap
AHHOTAHUA

Ponp ynuunbix 610pokparoB (YbB), Takux Kak y4uTens, MEAULIUHCKUE pAOOTHUKH M O(QUIIEPHI
MOJIUIIMHU, IPUBJIEKAET Bce 0OJIbIlIee BHUMAHUE B IUTEPATYPE O TOCYAaPCTBEHHOM YIIPABJICHUH.
Tem He MeHee, IO CBOEH TEOPETUYECKOM M OMIIMPUYECKONM AaKTyaJbHOCTH OCTAaeTCs
HEI0CTaTOYHO U3yYEHHOH UX POJIb B BOWHAX U TEPPUTOPUATBHBIX KOH(IHKTaX. CTaThsi UMEET
1eJIb POaHaIN3UPOBaTh, KaK Takue OOCTOATENbCTBA BIMAIOT Ha pabory Yb u crtparerum,
KOTOpPBIE OHHU BBIOMPAIOT, YTOOBI CIIPABUTHCS C BBI30BAaMHU. J1JIsl 3TOT0 MBI COCPEAOTauNBAEMCS
Ha BOiiHEe B YKpauHe, ocTpeiinieM kKoHpiaukTe B EBporie co BpemeH BTopoii MupoBoii BOIHBI.
MBpI oOpariiaeMcs K regaroraM Kak moarpymnrne Y b, mocKoiabKy MIKOJIbl 1 YHUBEPCUTETHI CTAJIH
BXHOH MHIICHBIO POCCHIMCKON OKKyHamud Ha KyJbTypHOM (pOHTE, UTO MJOJDKHA
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CIOCOOCTBOBATh JISTUTUMM3ALUN TEPPUTOPHATIHLHON AaHHEKCUM W ACCUMWISALUU MECTHBIX
xuTeneld. Hamr ananus ocHOBBIBaeTCs Ha JUCTAHIIMOHHON ATHOTpaduu, BKIIIOYAIOIIEH B ceOs
rTyOMHHBIE HMHTEPBBIO C TEJaroraMi, MEPEeXHUBIIUMH POCCHICKYIO OKKYIMAILMI0 Ha IOre
VYkpaunsl (XepcoHckass o007acTb), B COYETaHMHM C aHaMM3oM coobmennit CMU,
MPaBO3AIIUTHBIX OpPraHU3alui U OQUIIHATEHBIX UCTOYHUKOB. CTaThsl HECET TEOPETHUECKUH U
SMIIMPUYECKUNA BKIJIAJ, UCCIENys KOHTEKCT, B KOTOpoM Yb mpeomoneBaer 4pe3BblYaiiHbIC
TPYAHOCTHU: YIPO3bl JJIA KU3HHU, CIIOXKHBIC ITUUYECKUE IUIEMMBI U IOJUTUYECKOE IABIICHUE
(IOCKOJIBKY BOIOIOIIME CTOPOHBI CPaXKAIOTCS 3@ UX JIOSUIBHOCTH), @ TAKKE€ MHOTOYHCIICHHbBIE
HEOIPENEICHHOCTH, CBA3aHHBIE C IOTEPEM HWHCTUTYLMOHAIBHBIX CBSA3CH, KaHAJIOB
uHpOpPMALMU U KICTOYHUKOB MaTE€pHUaIbHBIX pecypcoB. MBI IpeiaraéM TUIIOJIOTHIO YETHIPEX
CTpaTeruii (BbIX0, KOJUTabopaMoHu3M, OTAANICHHAS alaTallks U COIIPOTUBIICHUE), JIKAIIHNE
B OCHOBE MOTHBAIMU U puckoB Yb. Hamm BEIBOIBI MOTYT CITIOCOOCTBOBATh HOBOMY B3IJISILy Ha
ucciesoBanre poau Yb B BoWHAaX M MOJMTHYECKUX KOH(IMKTaX — CHUTyalMsix, KOTOpbIE, K
COXAaJICHHIO, CTAHOBATCS Bce OoJiee pacpOCTPAaHEHHBIMU 110 BCEMY MHPY.

KiroueBble ci10Ba: yinuHas OI0pOKpaTysi; BOOPYKEHHbIE KOH(IUKTHI; KOJITTa0OpaliHOHI3M Ha
OKKYIIMPOBAaHHOM TEPPUTOPHUH; Ilefaroru; Bolina B Ykpause.

Como as guerras impactam a Administracio Publica e a Burocracia de Nivel de Rua:
Professores e profissionais da Educagio nos fronts da ocupacio russa na Ucrania

Vicente Ferraro, Gabriela Lotta, Mykhailo Honchar

Resumo

O papel dos burocratas de nivel de rua (BNR), como professores, profissionais de saude e
policiais, tem atraido crescente atengdo na literatura de Administragdo Publica. Contudo, uma
subarea de grande relevancia tedrica e empirica permanece subexplorada — a atuacdo desses
profissionais em guerras e conflitos territoriais. O presente artigo busca analisar como as
guerras impactam o trabalho dos BNR e as estratégias adotadas por eles para enfrentar as
adversidades desses contextos. Para tanto, focamos na atual guerra na Ucrania, o conflito mais
intenso em solo europeu desde a Segunda Guerra Mundial. Em particular, abordamos os
profissionais da educacdo como um subgrupo de BNR, uma vez que escolas e universidades
tornaram-se alvos primordiais das for¢as de ocupagdo russas — um front cultural fundamental
no esfor¢o de legitimar a anexacdo territorial e assimilar os habitantes locais. A analise baseia-
se em uma etnografia remota, incluindo entrevistas em profundidade com educadores que
vivenciaram a ocupag¢do russa no sul da Ucrania (na regido de Kherson), complementada por
analises de contetido de canais midiaticos, organizacdes de direitos humanos e documentos
estatais. O artigo oferece contribuicdes tedricas e empiricas a0 examinar um contexto em que
os BNR enfrentam adversidades extremas: riscos a vida, dilemas éticos complexos e pressdes
politicas (disputas pela sua lealdade), bem como intimeras incertezas relacionadas as rupturas
em hierarquias institucionais, fluxos de informag¢do e fontes de recursos materiais.
Desenvolvemos uma tipologia de quatro estratégias (saida/ exit, colaboracionismo, adaptacao
remota e resisténcia local), identificando as motivacdes e riscos envolvidos. Nossos achados
podem contribuir para uma agenda emergente de pesquisa sobre o papel dos BNR em guerras
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e violéncia politica — situagdes que, infelizmente, t€ém se tornado cada vez mais frequentes ao
redor do mundo.

Palavras-chave: Burocratas de Nivel de Rua; conflitos armados; colaboracionismo em ocupagdes
territoriais; profissionais da educacdo; Guerra na Ucrania.

Como las Guerras Impactan a la Administracion Publica y la Burocracia a Nivel de
Calle: Docentes y Profesionales de la Educacion en las Lineas de Frente de la Ocupacion
Rusa en Ucrania

Vicente Ferraro, Gabriela Lotta, Mykhailo Honchar

Resumen

El papel de los burdcratas a nivel de calle (BNC), como profesores, trabajadores de la salud y
policias, ha atraido una creciente atencion en la literatura de Administracion Publica. Sin
embargo, un subcampo de gran relevancia tedrica y empirica sigue estando poco explorado: la
actuacion de estos individuos en guerras y conflictos territoriales. Este articulo busca analizar
coémo las guerras impactan el trabajo de los BNC y las estrategias que adoptan para enfrentar
las adversidades de ese contexto. Con ese fin, nos centramos en la actual guerra en Ucrania, el
conflicto mas intenso en suelo europeo desde la Segunda Guerra Mundial. En particular,
abordamos a los profesionales de la educaciéon como un subgrupo de los BNC, una vez que las
escuelas y universidades se han convertido en objetivos principales de las fuerzas de ocupacion
rusas: un frente cultural clave en los esfuerzos por legitimar la anexion territorial y asimilar a
los habitantes locales. El andlisis se basa en una etnografia remota, que incluye entrevistas en
profundidad con educadores que experimentaron la ocupacion rusa en el sur de Ucrania (en la
region de Jerson), complementada con andlisis de contenido de medios de comunicacion,
informes de organizaciones de derechos humanos y documentos estatales. El articulo ofrece
contribuciones teodricas y empiricas al examinar un contexto en el que los BNC enfrentan
adversidades extremas: riesgos para la vida, dilemas éticos complejos y presiones politicas
(disputas por su lealtad), asi como numerosas incertidumbres relacionadas con rupturas en
jerarquias institucionales, flujos de informacién y fuentes de recursos materiales. Hemos
desarrollado una tipologia de cuatro estrategias (salida, colaboracionismo, adaptacion remota y
resistencia local), identificando las motivaciones y riesgos implicados. Nuestras conclusiones
pueden contribuir al desarrollo de una agenda de investigacion emergente sobre el papel de los
BNC en guerras y violencia politica: situaciones que, lamentablemente, se han vuelto cada vez
mas frecuentes en todo el mundo.

Palabras clave: Burdcratas a Nivel de Calle; conflictos armados; colaboracionismo en
ocupaciones territoriales; profesionales de la educacion; Guerra en Ucrania.
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1. Introduction

Street-level bureaucrats (SLBs) represent the materialization of the state in everyday
life. Citizens experience the state's presence directly when interacting with these
professionals—such as police officers, teachers, social workers, and healthcare workers. Since
Michael Lipsky's seminal work on street-level bureaucracy (2010 [1980]), research has
explored the primary challenges and dilemmas SLBs face in their work.

Despite considerable progress in this field, research on SLB performance in
dysfunctional contexts—such as armed conflicts, violence, territorial confrontations, crises, and
emergencies—remains scarce (Farazmand 2007; Farazmand 2017; Lotta et al. 2022a; Strier et
al. 2021). Yet, such contexts are present in many parts of the world, particularly in the global
south (Eir6 and Lotta 2024), but increasingly also in Europe and the US. We argue that, due to
the extreme nature of wars, analyzing the role of SLBs in these contexts may provide a valuable
theoretical contribution and open a new line of research—one that, unfortunately, may become
increasingly significant in the coming years.

Given the existing gap in the literature, this article seeks to address two fundamental
research questions: (1) How do wars and territorial confrontations affect the performance of
street-level bureaucrats? (2) What strategies do SLBs employ to cope with the adversities of
these contexts? We examine SLB interactions with both citizens and higher echelons of state
bureaucracies, encompassing downward and upward influences (see Gofen 2024).

As a methodological strategy, we focused on an extreme case of violence and territorial
confrontation: Russia's full-scale invasion of Ukraine, which began in February 2022. Extreme
cases—characterized by atypical and significant values in dependent or independent
variables—serve as a productive starting point for research in underexplored areas (Seawright
and Gerring 2008: 301-302). Drawing on an exploratory remote ethnographic approach, as
recommended for high-risk contexts (Fosu 2024; O’Quinn 2024), we conducted in-depth
interviews with Ukrainian SLBs.

Acknowledging the heterogeneity among SLBs, this study will examine a specific
subcategory—education. Teachers, school principals and education professionals became a
genuine frontline, confronting intensified challenges and ethical dilemmas in their work.
Russian occupying forces sought to control educational institutions, pressuring them to adopt

the Russian school curriculum and claiming that local inhabitants were finally being reunited
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with their “true” homeland and protected from Ukrainian "Nazi" elites subservient to Western
powers (see Honchar 2022; Ferraro 2024).

The results show that educators faced conditions that offer substantial theoretical
contributions to street-level bureaucracy literature, specifically: (i) The transformation of street-
level bureaucrats into a focal point of contention between conflicting parties, who pressured
them to demonstrate loyalty. Remarkably, SLBs play a pivotal role in asserting territorial
control, projecting political legitimacy, and fostering a sense of normality and stability for both
local and external audiences. (ii) The partial or complete breakdown of institutional connections
with higher levels of state bureaucracy, leading to disrupted information flows and significant
uncertainties in their work.

The paper is structured into five sections: a literature review on SLBs in dysfunctional
contexts, a methodology section, research findings on how wars impact SLB performance, SLB

coping strategies, and a discussion. We end the paper with the final remarks.

2. Street-level bureaucrats amid crisis, conflicts, and violence

The study of street-level bureaucrats (SLBs) in crisis and violent conflict settings is an
emerging field that still requires further investigation. Scholars have pointed out the lack of
research in this area (Gofen and Lotta 2021; Farazmand 2007; Lotta et al. 2022a; Semigina and
Gusak 2015; Strier et al. 2021).

Since Lipsky's seminal work (2010 [1980]), much of the research on SLBs has focused
on understanding the key factors that shape their daily routines, such as resource scarcity,
uncertainty, high demand, and pressures from various levels of authority. Broad and vague
regulations, created far from street-level realities, often require SLBs to use their discretion for
interpreting policies for specific cases (Matland 1995). The exercise of this discretion is shaped
by a variety of individual, organizational, and systemic factors (Cohen 2018; Lotta et al. 2022b),
meaning that the same policy can produce different outcomes depending on the context. When
SLBs exercise discretion in complex situations, they often face ethical and moral dilemmas,
balancing competing demands that may challenge their normative judgments and moral
sensitivity (Zacka 2017).

During crises, SLBs' discretion tends to increase, as existing regulations and previous
experiences may not address the new challenges they face (Henderson 2014; Gofen and Lotta

2021). Crises heighten demand for services while simultaneously reducing resources, creating
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intense pressures and uncertainties (Dunlop et al. 2020). These dynamics disrupt governance,
destabilize systems, and generate anxiety (Lotta et al. 2021), weakening leadership and
triggering unpredictable shifts (Farazmand 2007). In such contexts, routine practices may
become ineffective, forcing SLBs to adapt, resist, or innovate (Brodkin 2021; Cox et al. 2021).
Crises can further amplify the use of discretion, giving SLBs greater freedom to interpret and
shape policies based on their personal values and worldviews (Strier et al. 2021).

Most of these insights, nonetheless, have mainly come from studies of crises related to
climate change and the COVID-19 pandemic, and may not fully capture the dynamics of wars
and political conflicts, where additional factors are at play.

One key difference in armed conflict contexts is that the increased discretion and
reliance on personal values can lead to greater biases, conflicts, and tensions, ultimately
affecting service delivery (Strier et al. 2021; Ramon et al. 2006). At the same time, the stress of
making numerous decisions in uncertain, volatile environments may exacerbate SLBs' anxiety,
especially when dealing with threats such as bombings, sectarian violence, service disruptions,
border crossings (Ramon et al. 2006), as well as the lack of support from higher authorities.

In conflict zones, SLBs frequently may face moral dilemmas in deciding whether to
follow the law or adhere to professional ethics. They are confronted with the harsh reality of
public frustration due to limited resources (Elsana et al. 2023). SLBs must decide whether to
remain silent about abuses they witness or risk retaliation from local elites if they speak out
(Weissman 2011). Additionally, SLBs may not always act in the best interests of their clients,
as they can perpetuate stigmas, display xenophobia, and deny services based on rigid legal
interpretations, further marginalizing vulnerable groups (Bhatia 2020).

To cope emotionally, many SLBs “normalize the abnormal,” finding resilience in their
efforts to provide services despite the ongoing conflict (Ramon et al. 2006). Others may adopt
different strategies, such as surrendering to the situation, abandoning specific policies,
excluding difficult cases, negotiating with violent groups, or confronting the situation head-on
(Lotta et al. 2022a).

Although existing research has deepened our understanding of SLB performance in
crises, there remains a significant gap in understanding how wars and territorial confrontations
impact their work and coping strategies, especially in terms of their interactions with clients
and superiors (legitimate or not). This paper seeks to fill this gap by focusing on how SLBs

navigate the complex ethical, moral, and practical challenges they face in conflict settings.
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3. Methods and data collection

To address the research questions posed in this article, we decided to study street-level
bureaucrats from the Kherson region in southern Ukraine. With approximately 1 million
inhabitants before the 2022 invasion (State Statistics Committee of Ukraine 2022), the Kherson
region represents a unique case study for several reasons. De facto state borders have shifted
throughout the war on its territory, leaving deep scars on the local political and social landscapes
(see Zubchenko 2023; Soroka 2023; Homanyuk et al. 2022). It was the only Ukrainian region
where the regional capital was occupied during the 2022 invasion. Educational institutions were
primary targets of Russian forced assimilationist policies; local school principals and teachers
demonstrated significant resistance against them. Kherson city was among the few cities (and
the largest) that the Ukrainian army managed to reconquer, though Russian troops remained
just a few meters from the city center, positioned on the opposite bank of the Dnipro River.
This exceptional and extremely rare context enabled the conduction of remote interviews with
SLBs with minimal risk, as all respondents were in Ukrainian-controlled territory at the time of
the interviews.

To carry out the case analysis, we utilized a three-stage research approach.

In the first stage, we conducted a bibliographic survey on the situation of education
professionals in southern Ukraine (Kherson region) from the early days of the 2022 invasion.
We collected approximately 40 documents, which allowed for a content analysis with an initial
codification of the war's impacts on SLB and their strategies to cope with adversities. The
documents include:

e Reports and interviews from Ukrainian, Russian, and Western media outlets.

e Resolutions and informative notices from Ukrainian state bodies, including the Ministry
of Education and Science and the Verkhovna Rada (the national parliament).

e Resolutions and informative notices from the Russian occupying authorities.

e Reports from human rights organizations, such as the Ukrainian Helsinki Human Rights

Union and the "Zmina" Human Rights Center.

e Works by Ukrainian scholars on occupied territories.

For the second stage, we conducted a remote ethnography encompassing in-depth
interviews in Ukrainian and Russian with six education professionals who experienced the
occupation (see list in Annex 1). Recent studies have shown that remote ethnography is
particularly useful in adverse and high-risk contexts, such as conflicts (Fosu 2024) and
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pandemics (O’Quinn 2024). The interviewees were selected using the “snowball” method,
which involved contacting Ukrainian researchers immersed in the local context. These scholars
served as “gatekeepers” or "go-betweens," a key role in ethnographic research with hard-to-
reach populations (Dunlap and Johnson 1998). The main selection criteria were being an active
education professional during the 2022 Russian full-scale invasion and having lived for at least
one month in Kherson’s occupation. The interviews, lasting between 45 minutes and three
hours, included open-ended questions about the challenges educators faced and the strategies
they developed. Conducting remote interviews with individuals in areas under Russian
occupation would entail significant risks and raise ethical concerns. The research was approved
by the Ethics Committee and all interviewees received consent forms detailing the research's
benefits, risks, and ethical and confidentiality principles.

In the third stage, we applied Qualitative Content Analysis to identify key themes and
units of meaning related to the study's main objectives. Following Schreier (2012), we
developed code frames with categories and subcategories to organize the data collected through
document analysis and interviews. Using the summative content analysis technique (Hsieh and
Shannon 2005), codes and keywords were established both prior to and during the data analysis
process. As a result, we identified 12 first-order codes related to the "impacts" of the war on
SLBs, which were grouped into three second-order codes (codes are presented in Table 1).
Regarding SLBs' "reactions" to these impacts, we further developed a typology/codification of
four main strategies.

While we recognize the limitations of single-case studies for generalization, we believe
such studies provide valuable insights that merit further exploration through additional cases

and comparative analyses.

4. Findings and Analysis

4.1 The impacts of war on teachers and education professionals

Based on the second-order codification of the interviews and documents, we identified
three major impacts of the Russian invasion on education professionals: (1) high insecurity; (2)
intense political pressures (competition for SLBs' loyalty) and ethical dilemmas; and (3)
uncertainties over territorial control. In an effort to exert control over SLBs, Russian occupation

forces employed both cooptation and coercion strategies.
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Regarding the high insecurity, Kherson served as a key battleground during the 2022
invasion and continues (in January 2025) to be an active war front. According to the Ukrainian
Helsinki Group (2024), from the start of the invasion to April 2024, approximately 820 civilians
were killed, and 1,924 were injured in Kherson region. Over 6,300 homes and 165 infrastructure
facilities were damaged or destroyed. The “Save Schools” project reported that, by January
2025, 302 educational facilities in the region had been damaged (approximately 38% of all
educational facilities) and 70 had been destroyed (Ministry of Education and Science of Ukraine
2025). After the capital’s liberation, in November 2022, the fear of enemy soldiers suddenly
shifted to fear of enemy bombings (Zubchenko 2023: 93).

These data highlight the insecurity that Kherson’s inhabitants have been facing since
the onset of the war. Although the regional capital was liberated, Russian forces remained
nearby, occupying large territories on the left bank of the Dnipro River. Teachers across
Ukraine are grappling with their own trauma, fear, and insecurities, as well as those of their
students and families, amid daily bombings, air raid alarms, energy shortages, and the constant
need to seek shelter in bunkers—a psychological strain for which they were neither prepared
nor trained. Interviewee 5 shared that only those who have lived under occupation can truly

understand its meaning:

you could disappear, and no one would search for you, and no one would even know
where you are, absolutely. Even if someone looked for you, it would be pointless. So
you've turned into just a thing, not even a human, not a dog, not a cat, just absolutely
nobody and nothing, not worth anything to anyone. [...] Your professional
achievements and your own life are just nullified; you became zero.

He also describes a feeling of being trapped as occupation and war-torn border areas
face severe restrictions on movement. As noted by Zubchenko (2023: 90), numerous Russian
military checkpoints, even within urban areas, were intended to disrupt local social ties as a tool
of social control. People feared searches and theft by occupying soldiers, making invisibility a
survival strategy (Soroka 2023). Citizens learned to move discreetly, hide cell phones with
potentially compromising messages, intercept signals to bypass Russian blocks and avoid
collaboration with occupiers (Zubchenko 2023: 94). With shifting de facto borders, their
identities—civic, national, ethnic, professional, gender—were also profoundly threatened
(Soroka 2023).

The second major impact of the conflict on SLBs was the political pressure and
competition between the warring parties for their loyalty, as SLBs are crucial to maintaining
control over a territory and its inhabitants — they may provide political legitimation and a sense

of normality and stability. Schools and universities, key targets for Russian occupiers, were
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among the first institutions affected. In the first two months, with limited planning and facing
local resistance, Russian forces adopted a lenient approach toward SLBs in Kherson, allowing
them some autonomy (Honchar 2022; interviewee 1). However, political pressures grew,
especially with preparations for the new school year and Moscow's plan to hold a pseudo-
referendum to annex the region, scheduled to September. By late April 2022, administrative
buildings were seized in Kherson city, and a Moscow-controlled military-civil government was
installed, with local protests harshly suppressed.

After the Ukrainian school year ended in late April and May, Russian occupying
authorities began efforts to co-opt and coerce education professionals into adopting the Russian
school program, a key element of the annexation project. Middle-level administrators, school
principals, and university managers became primary targets; once co-opted, they could be used
to pressure other teachers and educators to align with the occupiers' agenda. In May and June,
high-ranking Russian officials, including the Minister of Education, visited Kherson to award
Russian school certificates to students (Honchar 2022: 5-6).

The Russian occupational authorities’ efforts to recruit Ukrainian education
professionals as collaborators stemmed from several factors: (a) The reopening of schools,
kindergartens, and universities signals stability and well-being, a message Russian authorities
have aimed to spread to both domestic and international audiences via propaganda. (b)
Teachers, as educators and community figures, especially in rural areas, are seen as influential
public opinion leaders who can reinforce loyalty to the regime and discourage resistance. (c) In
their interactions with children, teachers can gather information about family sentiments,
valuable for Russian intelligence agencies. (d) Teachers who voluntarily collaborate are likely
to be more motivated and diligent in executing tasks set by occupational authorities. (e)
Teachers act as agents in shaping youth attitudes toward Russia, promoting the ‘“Russian
World” (russkiy mir) doctrine and erasing Ukrainian identity through indoctrination.

The push to adopt the Russian school program, replacing Ukrainian with Russian as the
main language instruction and imposing textbooks aligned with Kremlin propaganda, placed
educators in a deep moral dilemma. The struggle for territorial control became a battle for
educators’ political loyalty. As stated by our interviewees, in the early months, many resisted
by boycotting meetings organized by the occupiers. In response, Russian officials and
collaborators escalated coercion against resisters, using veiled threats, intimidating meetings
with armed officers, residential and workplace searches, and kidnappings followed by
extrajudicial interrogations (and even torture) in basements—practice known as "na pidval" ("to

the basement").
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In Kherson and other occupied areas, some educators, particularly school principals,
were detained for days; upon return, they either pledged loyalty to the occupiers or left their
positions and the occupied territory. In some cases, they were not permitted to leave it.
Interviewees 2 and 3, school principals, reported being arrested by heavily armed officers
wearing masks. While detained in the “pidval” prison for resisting Russian directives, the
occupying authorities accused them of promoting a foreign school program on “Russian soil”
and warned that they could face several years of imprisonment as a consequence.

The practice of kidnappings and "pidval" interrogations was not limited to educators—
it extended to all politically influential groups that offered any form of resistance to the
occupying authorities, including journalists, activists, municipal servants, and local political
leaders. The Ukrainian Helsinki Group (2024) claims that in Kherson alone, there were 568
cases of forced disappearance and 38 cases of torture/inhumane behavior. A report from the
"Zmina" Human Rights Center (Okhotnikova et al. 2023) documented 30 educators who were
kidnapped in Ukraine. Such incidents served as a warning to those who persisted in resisting.
Interviewees noted that local sanctions and repression were not uniform; they varied depending
on the specific Russian security agencies involved and the personal attitudes of local
commanders.

Ukrainian authorities also exerted pressure on educators, warning that implementing the
Russian school program or other directives from occupiers would constitute treason and
collaboration with the enemy. Articles 111-1 ("On Collaborative Activity") and 111-2 ("On
Assistance to the Aggressor State") of the Ukrainian Criminal Code (Verkhovna Rada 2022a)—
introduced shortly after the invasion—stipulate that collaborating with occupiers, including by
promoting Russian educational programs, is punishable by six months to twelve years of
imprisonment and a 10- to 15-year prohibition from holding specific positions. School
principals, deputy principals, and administrators face the most severe penalties. The most
advised course in Ukrainian official channels was for educators to evacuate temporarily to
Ukrainian-controlled regions. On April 2, 2022, the head of the Committee for Education,
Science, and Innovation of the Ukrainian Parliament, issued a statement to educators in

occupied areas that were facing pressure to adopt the Russian school program:

You have two options:

1. To do as you are told, but in doing so, you will fall under the provisions of Article
111 of the Criminal Code regarding liability for collaborationism and treason against
the State, which will result in certain restrictions and a temporary ban on holding
positions.

2. Do not comply with what they ask and terminate your employment relationship.
The State guarantees that your position and salary will be restored when we conclude
the liberation of the urban settlements. (Verkhovna Rada 2022b)
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Resigning and being left without a source of income is not an easy or viable option for
many street-level bureaucrats. This complex moral, ethical and existential dilemma was

acknowledged by Ukraine's educational ombudsman:

I do not have the moral right to advise these individuals because I am not there; |
cannot fully feel what they feel and think. The only thing is not to voluntarily
cooperate with the occupiers and not to support them. If we are talking about coercion
under the threat of machine guns, then we do not have the right to demand heroism
from them. (Antypenko 2022)

Interview 5 recalls that people under occupation were viewed with suspicion. Both
Russian and Ukrainian authorities often presumed that those who stayed either supported the
new regime or were indifferent. In his words, this was a profound misjudgment, as numerous
factors influenced the decision to remain in the territory (see further in the “exit strategy”
section).

In summary, educators who for different reasons could not leave the occupied territory
faced a profound moral and existential dilemma: collaborate with Russian forces, risking
criminal penalties upon Ukraine’s liberation and the stigma of being branded a traitor; or refuse
to collaborate, risking job loss, income deprivation, and physical coercion from occupiers.

Finally, as the third major impact, SLBs and educators encountered three key
uncertainties. First, there were questions regarding territorial control: decisions on how to act
may have been influenced by expectations about the conflict’s outcome and Ukraine's chances
of regaining control in the near future.

The second uncertainty was the source of funding to sustain bureaucratic operations.
Russia closed Ukrainian banks, gradually introduced the ruble, and severed communications
(including cell phone and TV signals) with the rest of Ukraine, hindering access to Ukrainian
official sites and creating risks for salary, scholarship, social benefit, and pension payments.
However, as reported by our interviewees, Ukrainian banks’ online services, card terminals,
and payment systems continued to function to some extent, and informal channels for
exchanging hryvnia and rubles also emerged. As part of a cooptation strategy, Russian officials
began paying collaborators in rubles, offering higher salaries, one-time bonuses, and granting
Russian citizenship to some educators and SLBs who agreed to cooperate (Yemelyanov 2022).

In an announcement made in April 2022, the Ministry of Education and Science of
Ukraine (2022b) stated that educators in occupied territories would continue receiving salaries
if they kept working according to the Ukrainian school program and representatives of their
educational institution could travel to Ukrainian-controlled areas for accounting procedures.

Due to war conditions and restrictions imposed by occupiers, this was largely unfeasible. When
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teaching became impossible, the state would place education professionals on furlough
("prostiy"), a work leave arrangement that retained at least two-thirds of their wages.
Interviewees noted that, despite such uncertainties, teachers in Kherson were able to receive
wages either fully or partially (if on "prostiy"), which was crucial for their survival without
resorting to collaborationism. The use of electronic payment systems played an essential role,
though there were suspicions that Russian authorities could cut off banking access at any time
or impose further obstacles. Where school accountants had left their positions or become
collaborators, normalizing payment processes took time.

The third major uncertainty involved broken connections with higher Ukrainian
bureaucratic levels. School principals, teachers, and administrators could no longer reliably
communicate with other state agencies. SLBs operated within a well-defined legal and political
framework that required familiarity with Ukraine's national, regional, and local administrative
systems. However, following the invasion, they were abruptly compeled to navigate and adapt
to a new, uncertain and unclear political-administrative order imposed by the occupying
authorities. These authorities, while illegitimate, exercised de facto control over the territory,
wielded coercive power, and managed the allocation of resources for local public services.

The impacts of the war on street-level bureaucracy are summarized below.

Table 1. Impacts of conflicts and territorial confrontations on SLB

‘ Second-Order Codes ‘ First-Order Codes

Risks to personal life and self-devaluation

Risks to loved ones, family members, and students

High insecurity
Trauma from living with daily violence and bombings

Destruction of public, educational, and private infrastructure

Ethical, moral, and existential dilemmas (pressures to accept the new political
order and adopt the Russian school program)

High political pressures |Intimidation, threats, abusive searches, unlawful detentions, kidnappings, torture,
(competition for SLBs' |and extrajudicial interrogations ("pidval" practice)

loyalty) and ethical

dilemmas Risk of job loss and income deprivation

Risk of criminal or extrajudicial punishment, as well as social stigma for
collaborationism and treason

Concerns and uncertainties about territorial control and war outcomes

High uncertainties
Concerns and uncertainties about the source and supply of material resources
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Disruption in connections with higher echelons of the Ukrainian local, regional
and national bureaucracies

Necessity to adapt to an unknown and unclear political order

Source: elaborated by the authors.

4.2 Teachers and educators’ strategies in wartime

Based on the impacts of the war outlined above, along with insights and codifications
from in-depth interviews and the collected documents, we developed a typology with four main
coping strategies: exit, collaborationism, remote adaptation, and defiance. This typology is
structured around two SLB decisions: a) whether to remain in or leave the occupied territory,
and (b) whether to engage in political resistance against the occupying forces or abstain from

such actions.

Figure 1. Typology of strategies adopted by SLBs and educators in conflicts and territorial

confrontations

DIRECT RESISTANCE AGAINST THE OCCUPATION

NO YES

g

E NO EXIT REMOTE ADAPTATION
o

w

-

w

I

-

2

O

£

4

g YES COLLABORATIONISM LOCAL DEFIANCE
w

o

Source: developed by the authors.

Amid the war and territorial confrontations, school principals and teachers were forced
to adopt one of four strategies. Below, we analyze each strategy, highlighting their motivations

and associated risks.

A. Exit
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The "exit" strategy—circumventing direct resistance to invaders by leaving the
occupied territory, in line with Hirschman’s (1970) classic model-—was among the most widely
adopted approaches by Kherson’s inhabitants and, to some extent, by street-level bureaucrats.
Relocating to another region or country provided a safer alternative in light of the life-
threatening risks posed by armed conflict, political pressures, ethical dilemmas, and
uncertainties. Opting for exit required careful consideration of the economic and social
prospects in the new location, as well as the personal risks associated with such a drastic
decision.

By November 2022, near the end of the city’s occupation, approximately 80% of
Kherson’s population had evacuated (Suspilne 2022a), reducing from 279,000 to an estimated
60,000 residents. In September 2022, forecasts indicated that 30% to 40% of students and at
least 20% of educational professionals had left the region (Antypenko 2022).

The decision to emigrate is complex, involving both practical considerations and
emotional factors. It is more viable when individuals can count on relatives in other regions or
countries willing to provide shelter, access to social networks that support local integration,
sufficient financial resources for relocation expenses, and prospects of finding work and
housing (particularly for those with higher professional qualifications).

The Ukrainian government strongly encouraged the evacuation of occupied and
frontline areas. Early in the war, temporary humanitarian corridors were established. On March
28, 2022, the Minister of Education, Serhiy Shkarlet, issued a decree instructing municipalities
and educational institutions to hire displaced teachers if positions were available and to support
displaced students (Ministry of Education and Science of Ukraine 2022a). Teachers could also
take "prostiy" leave, and many Ukrainian schools, particularly in high-risk areas, implemented
online learning (as shown further). Modest monthly cash transfers for internally displaced
persons (IDPs) had been in place since Russian aggression began in 2014, though the coverage
of'this benefit was significantly reduced since March 2024 (Ministry of Social Policy of Ukraine
2024).

The decision to remain in the territory is fraught with significant complexities and risks,
but it is also driven by rational considerations. Concerns include insufficient resources for
survival in a new location, difficulties in securing employment and housing, lack of support
networks, and fears of severing ties with native places, as well as losing contact with family
and friends. Many people feel a deep attachment to their homes and communities, as they
embody a lifetime of memories and meaningful connections (interviewee 6). There is also the

fear of losing property, as occurred in Donbas after 2014, where homes of those who migrated
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were confiscated by Russian-backed militia and allocated to new residents. Starting over,
especially amid uncertainties such as career changes or leaving elderly relatives who require
care or are unwilling to migrate, can be daunting (interviewee 5).

Migration also involves logistical concerns. In the early months of the conflict, many
feared crossing multiple military checkpoints in humanitarian corridors. Interviewee 5 noted
that Ukrainian authorities did not offer a clear evacuation plan; most evacuees had to organize
their departure independently, often paying high fees to private transporters, and the corridors
posed risks of bombardment and extensive searches by soldiers at Russian-controlled
checkpoints. Currently, there are no formal corridors between occupied and unoccupied areas
in Kherson. While some SLBs, such as police officers and employees of the regional
prosecutor’s office, received organized evacuation support—allegedly due to the heightened
risks associated with their politically sensitive work—teachers and education professionals
were largely left to fend for themselves (Homanyuk et al. 2022; interviewee 5).

Finally, some individuals may have chosen to stay due to complicity with the occupiers
and the “Russian world” (russkiy mir) doctrine—a perspective held by a minority, but still

notorious, as we explore further in the next section.

B. Collaborationism

Among the strategies, "collaborationism"—remaining in the territory and aligning with
the occupiers—is arguably the most controversial, involving deep ethical concerns and moral
dilemmas. Nonetheless, it does not always reflect a conscious decision to betray the state.
Collaborationism can be divided into two types: "passive," which is generally associated with
coercion by the occupiers, and "active," often linked to cooptation and ideological alignment
with their political agenda. As with other strategies, individuals weigh the potential harms and

benefits of their positioning.

“Passive” collaborationism

In general, two primary motivations drive “passive” collaborationism: adaptation to
adversity and fear of coercion.

The adaptation can be seen as a voluntary choice prompted by the desire to maintain
employment under the new (geo)political realities of occupation and the fear of losing income.

In this case, teachers are not driven by ideology but by the need to survive in difficult
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circumstances, adapting to new professional requirements. It includes idealists who believe that
their vocation remains unaffected by political upheavals. They may not see themselves as
collaborators, claiming that their work is apolitical.

One instance of this is an English teacher from Kakhovka who agreed to continue
teaching at a local school reopened under the Russian educational program (Center for
Journalistic Investigations 2023b). According to former colleagues, her collaboration was
simply a means to keep her job and a steady income, with no pro-Russian sentiments or career
ambitions. As security in Kakhovka worsened in October 2022, she left via a safe corridor
through Ukraine to Europe, where she obtained refugee status.

Fear of disrupting daily life may have been a significant factor driving some educators
toward an adaptive stance. Faced with uncertainties around relocating, some teachers who had
to choose between "exit" and "collaborationism" opted for the latter. Interviewee 6 suggested
that in small towns, indifference toward territorial control—as long as it did not drastically
affect daily life—may have contributed to passive collaboration. For instance, in Henichesk,
many local officials retained their positions after annexation. For some educators, the need to
care for disabled and elder relatives who refused to leave compelled them to remain in the
occupied area, making them unwilling hostages of their circumstances.

Resistance might seem viable if there are expectations of Ukraine regaining control in
the short to medium term. However, without positive prospects, resistance becomes less
practical. According to interviewee 2, officials who pressured her to collaborate claimed that
Russia’s conquest of new territories would only increase. Russian-language billboards in
Kherson reinforced messages like "Russia will be here forever" and "Russians and Ukrainians
are one single people," while Ukrainian flags, symbols, and books were gradually removed and
replaced by Russian ones in public institutions.

Additionally, individuals may hold negative views of the occupiers but still comply with
their mandates, acting as passive collaborators, due to various threats, such as: persecution,
abduction, detention, violence, torture, or other physical and psychological punishments (which
have indeed occurred in some well-documented cases), as well as fear of reprisals against family
members and loved ones.

A particularly disturbing incident occurred in March 2023 in the village of Tavrychanka.
The Russian occupational administration attempted to reopen a school under Russian school
program. Most Ukrainian teachers had left, and those remaining refused to collaborate. In
response, Russian soldiers placed bags over their heads, threatened them with death, and later

released them nearby (Center for Journalistic Investigations 2023c¢). Interviewee 5 recounted
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being coerced into recording a video expressing support for Russian authorities. After Russian
soldiers searched his home and office, he realized that refusal could result in the "pidval"
treatment—torture, assault, or other forms of violence—as had happened to some of his
acquaintances.

Following the liberation of Kupiansk in the Kharkiv region in September 2022, a local
school principal reported that the occupiers had used various forms of pressure on educators,
including intimidating interrogations, meetings conducted in the presence of heavily armed
personnel, phone inspections, searches of homes and workplaces, detention, and psychological
torture (Sokolova-Stekh 2022). All subjects were mandated to be taught in Russian, with
Russian books and supplies brought in, although teachers were reluctant to use them. Ukrainian
state and cultural symbols were removed from the school and replaced with Russian ones. The

principal noted:

[The occupiers] said that if we didn’t work, they would bring teachers from Russia.
[...]1It was difficult for all of us to make that decision. But we decided we would cause
less harm to the children than the teachers who would come from Russia. These are
our children, and we must teach them. [...] It was scary to tell the children: I used to
teach Ukrainian, and now I will also teach Russian. Scary and shameful. But the
children didn’t ask anything. Probably, their parents explained everything to them.

When the Ukrainian army reclaimed the territory, the principal and other educators were
interrogated by the Security Service of Ukraine (SBU) on suspicion of collaborationism. Many
SLBs and civilians fled to Russia, just a few kilometers away, fearing prosecution. Among those
who stayed, some reported feelings of depression and shame for collaborating. The principal
shared that, during her tenure, she received disapproving calls from former colleagues who
criticized her decision to collaborate and accept a salary from the occupiers. Authorities argued
that she could have relocated to a safer area to avoid collaborationism and continued teaching
remotely. However, a colleague defended her, suggesting that only active collaborators—those
who publicly supported the occupiers by waving flags and joining pro-Russia rallies—should

face punishment (Sokolova-Stekh 2022). Another colleague added:

God is the judge of all. I don’t want to be a judge or a lawyer. We need to analyze
each case [...] Do you understand what occupation is? If you don’t want to cooperate
— they will speak with you in a more “convincing” manner.

“Active” collaborationism

In regard to “active” collaborationism, one can outline three main motivations: material
benefits, career advancements, and ideology/ identity considerations.
As mentioned above, Moscow employed a combination of coercion and cooptation

strategies. Significant investments were directed toward rebuilding public and private
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buildings, coupled with promises of higher salaries, enhanced social benefits, and pensions—
all aimed at projecting the image that the "new territories" would be better off under Russian
control. When Russian forces withdrew from Kherson city in November 2022, the appointed
occupying mayor warned that people would eventually see the economic advantages of being
with Russia, as some public services (like gas delivery) were offered for free. He remarked that
"the youth and children who went to the square with tears of happiness and joy" [over the city’s
liberation by the Ukrainian army] "will probably understand this over time" when the usual fees
return (Krym Inform 2022a).

Russian state media widely circulated photos of a reconstructed Mariupol in a report
titled, "In 30 years, Ukraine hasn't done as much." (Narmania 2022). The promise of high
compensation was a key motivator for undecided teachers. By mid-2022, Russian authorities in
Kherson were offering teachers and school principal relatively high wages compared to those
Russia (NUSh 2024).

Aware of the risk that occupational authorities might "buy off" teachers in the absence
of financial stability, the Ukrainian government legally ensured that teachers unable to perform
their duties due to the war would receive the aforementioned work leave (“prostiy”), with
monthly payments equivalent to two-thirds of their base salary (around $150), regardless of
their location. While modest, this support has encouraged many educators in occupied

territories to resist collaboration. As a teacher from Kherson expressed:
The state supported us. They paid less than before the full-scale war, but they paid
[...] That’s why the behavior of the traitors is so infuriating. If there had been no
money at all, I might have understood—someone collaborating with the enemy to
survive, to support themselves and their family. But the state was paying money, so it
was simply greed. Yes, it was very frightening, but no one threatened us with
weapons; people just wanted a bigger slice of the pie. (Pavlenko 2023)
Interviewee 5 noted that most school teachers resisted collaboration due to these
payments; however, there was uncertainty about whether Russians would continue allowing
salary payments or whether these payments might face further reductions. Despite these legal
income assurances, in May 2024, the Ukrainian Ministry of Education and Science ordered the
termination of employment and payments for teachers who remained in occupied territories,
citing the impossibility of local authorities to ensure these funds reached the intended recipients
(Center for Journalistic Investigations 2024).
Those engaging in "passive" collaborationism might consider certain benefits of

cooptation, but those involved in "active" collaborationism typically enjoy greater rewards,

including career promotions to high-ranking official and political positions. Former political
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figures saw opportunities for swift advancement. For instance, Vladimir Saldo, previously a
mayor and deputy, became a de facto governor, while Kirill Stremousov, an activist and blogger
who had unsuccessfully run for mayor and deputy, was appointed vice-governor. Individuals
without prior administrative experience were also appointed to high-ranked positions due to
their early support for the invaders and the "Russian world" doctrine—some likely had previous
connections with Russian intelligence. In short, swift allegiance offered rapid career
advancement and access to political and material resources.

The occupation also provided a path for educators with prior legal issues or dismissals
to reclaim their former positions. A school principal in Kakhovka found guilty of corruption by
a Ukrainian court in 2018 had been dismissed but was reappointed by the occupational
administration (Center for Journalistic Investigations 2023a). Collaborationism, therefore,
became a way for some individuals to reclaim their lost status, while the occupiers, in return,
gained experienced professionals to implement Russian educational programs.

Beyond career ambition, "active" collaborationism may also have been driven by
ideological, cultural, and identity factors. This group of "active" teacher-collaborators often did
not hide their pro-Russian sympathies even before the full-scale invasion, viewing Russia as a
powerful and fraternal state. It often concerns educators of retirement age, who are nostalgic
for their youth in the Soviet Union and perceive the occupation as a return to a stable past.

According to the outdated 2001 Ukrainian census, 14.1% of Kherson region’s
population identified as ethnic Russians (State Statistics Committee of Ukraine 2001) and
24.86% reported Russian as their mother tongue (Datatowel 2001); in Kherson city, these
numbers were 20.0% and 42.52%, respectively. Being an ethnic Russian or a Russian speaker
does not necessarily indicate alignment with Putin’s "Russian world" ideology, as demonstrated
by the strong resistance to occupation and migration from Eastern and Southern regions.
Standardized census figures obscure Ukraine’s complex regional, ethnic, and linguistic
landscapes, as well as its hybridity (see Sasse, 2023). Nonetheless, a minority of "active"
collaborators may have aligned with the occupiers not only for material gains but also out of
identity considerations, sharing the view that Kherson is and should be part of the "Russian
world."

An illustrative example of "active" collaborationism that combines material benefits,
career advancement, and ideological or identity motivations within the educational sphere in
Kherson is Tatiana Kuzmich, the current vice-governor of the occupying administration (as of
January 2025). In an interview with a Russian newspaper (Sharypova 2022), Kuzmich stated

that she had been teaching Russian language and literature since 1989 and had long questioned
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the “oppression of the Russian language” in Ukraine. She cited examples such as the
replacement of Russian literature classes with world literature (actually, Russian literature
remained, but with less prominence) and the shift from Russian to Ukrainian as the primary
language in schools that previously taught in Russian.

In 2003, she founded the Russian ethnic community "Rusich" in Kherson, which
received funding from the Russian government. Kuzmich regularly met with Russian diplomats
and attended cultural and political events in Russia and occupied Crimea. According to her,
from 2019 onwards [five years after the beginning of the Russian aggression], receiving
resources from Russia became practically impossible. She was criminally charged with
espionage and treason against the state and was detained on one occasion. On the date of the
Russian full-scale invasion, she awaited a court hearing.

Following the invasion, Kuzmich joined a group of collaborators, the "Salvation
Committee for Peace and Order," and quickly rose through the ranks of the occupying
administration, eventually being appointed (occupying) vice-minister of Education and Science
of Kherson. Members of this committee experienced similar rapid career advancement. The
following excerpt from her October 2022 interview in the Russian press sheds light on

Kherson’s eight months under occupation:

Some didn't understand what happened, and some were afraid. Fear was the main
reason for "non-participation." Half of those who believe that "Ukraine is Europe"
sincerely believe it. It is possible to persuade some, but others not. [...] Half of my
colleagues, with whom I worked for 15-20 years, were even friends, did not
understand my choice. They called me a traitor to my face. [...] Some people from my
former close circle went away. Some hid and are still awaiting the "return" of the
former [Ukrainian] authorities. [...] Many good specialists, teachers, and school
principals fell victim to [Ukrainian] propaganda. This is a loss for us. We miss them
very much. [...] We tried [to persuade the teachers to return to work]. [...] But they
hid; they were afraid. Only a few are working now. (Yemelyanov 2022)

The interview reveals that, despite months of occupation and pressure, most principals
and teachers in Kherson did not adopt a collaborationist stance ("active" or "passive") and did
not align with the ideological tenets of the "Russian world" doctrine (as confirmed by our
interviewees). While Kuzmich materially benefited from her political stance, gaining
appointments as vice-minister and later vice-governor, her allegiance to the occupiers was not
merely opportunistic—it was also rooted in her identity and prior political-ideological beliefs.

Embracing "active" collaborationism carries significant risks. Individuals may face
criminal liability if Ukraine regains control, social stigma, psychological pressure, and threats
from colleagues due to their morally contentious stance. Nationally, they could face media

exposure, inclusion in traitor databases (with personal information disclosed), or even threats
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to their life, as evidenced by bombings and shootings targeting mid-level collaborators.
"Passive" collaborationism, while less severe, can still lead to social stigma and potential legal
consequences under the Ukrainian Criminal Code.

Interviewee 1 noted that while Russia applied violence against defiers in Kherson, she
believed those who chose collaborationism did so primarily for economic and career gains
rather than out of coercion or intimidation. Interviewee 5 emphasized that while career
ambitions and material incentives were major motivators, fear of coercion and ideological
support for Russia also played a role for some educators. Meanwhile, interviewees 3 and 4, both
school principals who resisted the Russian school program, endured physical and psychological
coercion, including threats, harsh interrogations, and nearly four days in the "pidval" prison
under difficult conditions. In some cases, individuals reportedly became collaborators after
torture in the "pidval" and warned others that they too would face similar treatment if they
refused to cooperate (as reported by interviewees 3 and 4).

Last but not least, the Security Service of Ukraine (SBU) and regional prosecutor’s
offices have conducted thorough investigations into collaborationism and state treason cases.
In January 2023, shortly after Kherson was liberated, the Regional Prosecutor's Office
investigated and reported 140 cases of suspected treason, collaborationist activities, and
assistance to the aggressor state (Badyuk 2023). Many collaborators fled to Russian-occupied
areas when the city was retaken. In November 2023, a school principal who actively
collaborated was sentenced in absentia to 12 years in prison for blocking teachers’ access to the
school, recruiting them for the Russian school program, and illegally providing confiscated
housing (from people that refused to collaborate and left the occupation) to teachers from Russia
(Ryba 2023). Interviewee 5 noted that, while teachers can face formal charges for
collaborationism, most legal cases have targeted only middle-level managers (principals and
directors), leading to public dissatisfaction over the lack of accountability for several former

collaborators.

C. Remote adaptation

"Remote adaptation," which entails resisting occupation while not remaining in the
occupied territory, has proven to be a promising strategy for coping with the effects of war.
Numerous schools and universities in occupied or frontline areas transitioned to online
operations, with teachers and administrators working from other parts of Ukraine or abroad.

Many students that migrated elsewhere or stayed in occupied areas have remained connected
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to their schools and teachers. Remote teaching was bolstered by advances in communication
technologies, the digitalization of academic and government services, and the experience
gained by educators, students, and parents during the COVID-19 pandemic through the use of
social networks, messaging apps, and teaching platforms.

The remote adaptation offers several advantages. Bearing similarities with the exit
strategy, it reduces risks to life and trauma, as well as diminishes political threats and pressures
from conflicting parties. Employment uncertainties are greatly reduced: educators maintain
their institutional ties with their organizations and the national bureaucracy, continue receiving
salaries, and operate within familiar organizational structures without needing to adapt to new
institutional frameworks or educational programs imposed by occupiers. Additionally, it
provides a psychological benefit, fostering a sense of belonging to a resilient community and a
national resistance movement, while preserving connections with colleagues, superiors, and
students.

Nonetheless, remote adaptation also faces challenges and risks. First, it requires
extensive coordination among the institution’s staff, higher bureaucratic authorities, parents and
students. Teachers and administrative staff must negotiate to leave the occupied territory and
arrange to continue their work remotely in a safer location. Second, while medium-term success
has been achieved in many cases, the long-term effectiveness remains uncertain, particularly
with regard to new enrollments and courses that require practical, hands-on learning. Third,
practical issues persist for those in occupied areas, including degree validation, competition
with physical (offline) institutions under the control of occupiers, and limitations in digital
infrastructure for students (such as appropriate devices and internet quality). Frequent blackouts
and internet outages in Ukrainian cities, resulting from attacks on critical infrastructure, impact
class quality. In occupied areas, Russian authorities have attempted to block Ukrainian websites
and cell phone signals, compelling students to use VPNs to access Ukrainian content safely.
Finally, there is the risk of political coercion against families of students in occupied areas who
participate in Ukrainian remote learning—a concern raised by most interviewees.

One of the most successful examples of remote adaptation took place at Kherson State
University. In the early weeks of the invasion, its buildings became shelters for university
community members and civilians fearful of bombings and the occupiers’ presence (Klym
2022); classes shifted online. According to interviewee 4, after a month of occupation and
facing technical challenges, the academic council reached a consensus to temporarily relocate
staff to a safer, non-occupied region. Soon after, the university administration coordinated with

the Ministry of Education, which issued a decree to formalize the relocation.
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In April 2022, a physical management center was set up at Vasyl Stefanyk Precarpathian
National University in the Ivano-Frankivsk region in western Ukraine. This center handled
critical bureaucratic functions such as salary and scholarship payments, website and academic
services, student transfers, and diploma issuance, along with occasional in-person student
activities. The relocation was essential for maintaining connections with Ukrainian bureaucratic
systems and ensuring access to state accounting and operational tools (Kotyelnikova 2022).
Classes remained online, with teachers also offering informal psychological support to students
under heightened tension. In June 2022, vice-rector Maksim Vinnyk, which had remained in
Kherson, was abducted for several days; after his release, he left the occupation (Suspilne
2022b).

To date university’s management center remains in Ivano-Frankivsk, with a reduced
number of employees in Kherson city (Kherson Rayon 2023). From the city’s liberation to April
2024, the university’s main buildings endured four attacks by Russian forces (Moklyak 2024).
Kherson State University has withstood three major wars and occupations (the First and Second
World Wars and the current invasion) and stands as a symbol of resilience for Ukraine (Sviy
Dim 2022). Other higher educational institutions in Kherson, which also endured major wars,
have followed similar procedures, temporarily relocating to safer regions.

Many primary schools have also adopted remote adaptation. As of October 2023, the
Ministry of Education and Science reported that 65 institutions in occupied areas of Kherson
were operating remotely (Kuberska 2023). Interviewees 1, 2, and 3 shared that, after leaving
the region, they continued managing their schools remotely. According to interviewee 1,
teachers played a critical role in providing psychological support, especially for teenagers. They
supported patriotic feelings toward Ukraine but discouraged emotive actions against occupying
forces that could endanger the students. Some students may have also attended Russian-
controlled schools, but Ukrainian remote teachers avoided probing into these sensitive matters.

The exact number of schools opened by Russian occupying forces remains unclear.
Reports suggest that in some areas, few if any schools were opened. Factors such as proximity
to the frontlines, emigration, low adherence to collaborationism, and reluctance of Russian
teachers to work in dangerous areas likely contributed to this outcome. In Nova Kakhovka, the
region’s second-largest city, which remains under occupation along the frontline of the Dnipro
River, all schools adopted remote adaptation, with staff operating from Ukrainian-controlled
areas; by August 2024, Russian authorities managed to open only one school, as reported by
interviewees 2 and 3. Interviewee 2, which was arrested in the “pidval” by occupiers, mentioned

that out of 650 students, more than 500 remained after transitioning to remote learning, with
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nearly 250 still in occupied areas, accessing classes as best they could. Challenges for the school
included loss of teachers, difficulties in validating grades for students attending schools abroad,
and a lack of formal protocols to address the needs for those in occupation.

Interviewees 2 and 5 highlighted further difficulties, including bureaucratic obstacles
and insufficient support from the Ukrainian state. They emphasized the need for teachers and
students to feel supported by the state and questioned the absence of salary supplements for
displaced teachers. In their words, some educators reportedly returned to occupied areas due to
the high cost of living in relocation areas. Ukrainian educators’ wages are significantly low.

The Ukrainian state faces a real dilemma. With nearly five million internally displaced
persons, social demands are intense. Meanwhile, military spending, territorial and human
resource losses, and limited international aid make meeting these demands challenging. Backed

by greater economic resources, Russia exploits these gaps to strengthen its cooptation strategies.

D. Local defiance

"Local defiance" (or "sabotage") involves street-level bureaucrats remaining in
occupied territory while openly or covertly resisting the occupation. This high-risk strategy
includes actions like protesting, sharing information about enemy troops with state security
agencies, and discreetly maintaining links with Ukrainian bureaucracy. For teachers and
educators, defiance can mean openly or secretly refusing to implement the Russian school
program, ignoring other occupiers' directives, or abandoning their posts.

As with other strategies, defiance requires weighing risks and benefits. Key benefits
include psychological and moral satisfaction, as it allows individuals to actively resist the
threats against their community. This choice is also influenced by subjective assessments of
liberation prospects by the Ukrainian army: if liberation seems likely, defiance may be
worthwhile; if unlikely, it may seem not prudent.

The occupiers reinforced control over school principals and SLBs through "exemplary"
repression of defiant individuals. For example, a school principal in Kherson was detained in
the "pidval," later recorded a video supporting the Russians, and eventually left the
occupation—her case became widely known among local educators, as stated by interviewee
1. Interviewee 3 recounted that during her time in the "pidval," she met female prisoners who
had been tortured and raped for allegedly aiding the Ukrainian army with coordinates of Russian

troops.

26



SciELO Preprints - This document is a preprint and its current status is available at: https://doi.org/10.1590/SciELOPreprints.11171

Defiance is difficult to sustain over time. As occupiers consolidate control, their
surveillance and repression systems become more effective, with networks of collaborators and
informants reporting defiers. According to interviewee 5, mutual distrust was widespread, as
people often did not know who might be collaborating with the occupiers. Pro-Ukrainian
individuals faced the risk of being reported by neighbors or colleagues to the occupying
authorities. This pervasive mistrust reminded interviewee 6 of the harsh Stalinist surveillance
culture and purges during the 1930s, stirring fears of history repeating itself. In a notorious local
incident, a teacher reportedly denounced her pro-Ukrainian school principal (interviewee 1). In
the "pidval" prison, interviewee 3 was pressured to identify educators with strong pro-Ukrainian
views. When news spread that the Ukrainian army had entered Kherson city, many feared it
was a trap set by the occupiers to identify disloyal citizens eager to celebrate the event
(interviewees 5 and 6). As a survival strategy, people developed public, private, and emotional
coping mechanisms.

Educators who secretly teach the Ukrainian school program or work remotely for
Ukrainian institutions risk detection and harsh punishment. Additionally, those refusing to work
under new conditions may feel compelled to return if they lack economic resources for an
extended period.

In the early months of occupation, before invaders had full territorial control, defiance
was more feasible. As evidenced by interviews and collaborator accounts presented above, most
teachers and principals in Kherson refused to collaborate. Some continued conducting online
classes and concealed school documents, equipment (to prevent looting), and Ukrainian-
language books—especially those on literature and history, which Russian propagandists
labeled as "Nazi" content—to protect them from destruction, as occurred in Mariupol and other
cities (Miroshnikova 2023; Persikov 2022). Interviewee 1 asserted that staff hid equipment in
their homes (a practice also mentioned by other interviewees) and destroyed documents
showing some fathers’ involvement in the Donbas war, which could pose a risk to them if
discovered by Russian officers. Interviewee 3 reported being released from the "pidval" only
after ensuring her school’s equipment was returned. Interviewees also expressed fears that
Russian soldiers might find pro-Ukrainian messages on their phones or pro-Ukrainian books in
their homes.

The collaborator Kirill Stremousov, deputy head of the Russian military-civilian
administration of the Kherson region (deceased in an alleged car accident in November 2022),

acknowledged the local defiance by educators:
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We planned to reopen schools after May 10 [2022], but the sabotage by some teachers,
who have crossed the line of adequacy, [hindered it]—everywhere people say they
continue to teach (according to the Ukrainian program), this is fascism, this story
continues. (Krym Inform 2022b)

The politicization of street-level bureaucracy in conflict zones can heighten workplace
insecurity. Teachers who resisted occupation reported feelings of shock, surprise, and
frustration when close colleagues joined the invaders, taking over control of their schools.
Collaborators blocked defiant teachers from accessing school buildings and their belongings.
Their cabinets were confiscated, they were formally forbidden from entering the school, locks
were replaced, and armed personnel closely monitored the premises (interviewees 2 and 3).
Some schools in Kherson secretly continued teaching the Ukrainian program online even after
the Russian program began in September 2022 (Troyan 2023). Interviewee 5 claimed that he
kept teaching remotely at his higher education institution and continued to receive his salary;
he withheld this information when questioned by occupying authorities. As mentioned, the
ability to receive full or partial salaries from the Ukrainian state significantly supported
teachers' defiance.

Defiance was also evident among civilians who refused to send their children to
Russian-controlled schools. The occupiers attempted to manage these cases through cooptation,
offering stipends and humanitarian aid to families whose children attended these schools
(Pryseds'ka 2022). Rumors circulated that parents who did not enroll their children in Russian-
run schools risked losing custody (Pavlenko 2023), though occupying authorities officially

denied these claims.

5. Discussion

Identifying the war's impacts on street-level bureaucrats and the strategies they adopt to
cope contributes significantly to street-level bureaucracy literature, especially on the subfields
associated with SLBs’ ethical dilemmas and their role in wars, crises, and political violence.

As previous research noted, street-level bureaucrats are not just policy implementers—
their values and attitudes directly shape how policy unfolds (Lipsky 2010 [1980]). Our analysis
contributes to the theory by showing that their strategies involve complex calculations,
balancing urgent and difficult decisions, material interests, personal values, worldviews,
identity, political ideologies, emotional ties to their native places, concerns for those affected

by the policy, and expectations about the conflict's outcomes.
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In a war setting, their discretion is amplified, as they must decide whether to stay in the
territory or migrate to a safer area and whether to resist the occupiers or prioritize self-
preservation. Street-level bureaucrats’ connections to their territory influence how they respond
to adversity (Lotta et al, 2022a; Lotta and Marques, 2020). In the present study, we demonstrate
that uncertainties over who will control the territory are crucial to SLBs' survival choices. Given
that each territory is under the rule of a political power with defined boundaries, neutrality is
impossible—bureaucrats must choose a side, a decision fraught with profound risks and moral
dilemmas. Even non-action, like abandoning one’s work, becomes a political stance and a form
of defiance.

Crises create unpredictable dynamics; prior experiences often fall short of addressing
new challenges and pressures (Henderson 2014; Dunlop et al. 2020). Governance structures
become destabilized, causing significant anxieties for SLB (Farazmand 2007). This study
corroborates these findings and makes an original contribution by showing a unique stress
factor linked to territorial confrontations not previously observed: uncertainties over territorial
control, connections with both legitimate and enemy’s state bureaucracy, and the source of
resources needed to sustain SLBs and their services.

In conflicts, SLBs face anxieties related to exposure to violence, bombings, death
threats, and military checkpoint inspections (Ramon et al. 2006; Strier et al. 2021). We found
the same patterns in the Ukrainian case. SLBs face life-threatening risks from (a) the violent
dynamics of territorial confrontation and (b) political pressures from occupying forces,
including intimidatory interrogations and "exemplary" kidnappings, such as those seen in the
"pidval" practices. While not widespread, these violent acts may have effectively deterred other
SLBs from resistance and defiance. Alongside coercion, occupation forces employed
cooptation instruments, offering career advancement, security, status, and material benefits.

Our paper also contributes to the theory by evidencing another pressure point: the deep
ethical and moral dilemmas faced by local actors in conflict settings (see also Elsana et al. 2023;
Weissman 2011). In Ukraine, these dilemmas were uniquely complex. SLB are crucial for
territorial control and the sense of political normality, stability, and power legitimation.
Education became a cultural and ideological battleground, with Russia using it to legitimize
territorial annexation and assimilate the local population. Teachers faced a difficult choice:
accept Russian mandates (implementing the Russian school program), risking criminal
judgment and stigma for "betraying" Ukraine, or refuse to collaborate and face material,
psychological, or even physical violence from Russian forces. Any decision carried profound

trade-offs and negative outcomes.
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Studies have outlined political tensions among SLBs with differing identities and views
in conflicts (Semigina and Gusak 2015; Semigina 2017; Strier et al. 2021). In Ukraine, we
observed similar polarization between those who collaborated with occupiers and those who
resisted. SLBs operated in an atmosphere of mutual distrust, fearing that colleagues or citizens
who secretly collaborated might betray their resistance efforts.

Some studies have examined the strategies employed by SLBs in crises and conflict
(Brodkin 2021; Lotta et al. 2022a), including adaptation, coping, resistance, and policy
abandonment. We ad to the theory by developing a typology for armed conflicts and territorial
confrontations, focusing on SLBs' decisions to remain in the territory and directly resist
occupation. Each strategy carries its own risks and challenges. "Remote adaptation" proved the
most successful and resilient, while "local defiance" was the riskiest. "Collaborationism"
presents significant ethical and moral dilemmas, while "exit" raises concerns about job security,
income, and adjusting to a new location.

Last but not least, while exit, collaborationism, and defiance strategies are not entirely
new in the literature, the "remote adaptation" strategy offers a novel approach with promising
potential for future research on SLBs in crisis and dysfunctional settings. Initially implemented
during the COVID-19 pandemic, this strategy has proven effective in the war in Ukraine.
Leveraging new communication technologies, educators can maintain connections with
students in occupied areas and abroad. For the Ukrainian state, remote adaptation serves as a
resilience tool, helping preserve ties with citizens and fostering their continued loyalty.

The chart below (Figure 2) summarizes the three dimensions covered in the paper: the
aggressor state’s actions, the contextual environments (impacts of the war), and SLB reactions.
These dimensions can be further analyzed in other war contexts, including in former major

conflicts, to enhance theoretical understanding of SLB in adverse conditions.

Figure 2. SLB in wars
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Agressor’s state Cooptation ‘ Coercion ‘

actions

Strategies aimed at - — - -

controlling SLB Material Career Political ‘ Physical ‘ ‘ Psychological ‘
benefits benefits propaganda

Contextual environment High insecurity High political pressures High uncertainties

Impacts of the war and (Physical and (Competition for SLBs' (Income, material

the agressor’s state psychological loyalty) and ethical resources, institutional

strategies on SLB damages) dilemmas hierarchy, war outcomes

SLB reactions Exit ‘ ‘ Collaborationism ‘ ‘ Remote adaptation ‘ ‘ Local defiance

Strategies to cope

with the war’s

impacts ‘ Passive ‘ ‘ Active ‘

Source: developed by the authors.

6. Conclusion

The findings from this research hold both theoretical and empirical significance for
understanding contexts involving wars, armed conflicts, political violence, and territorial
confrontations. We made a significant step in identifying and theorizing the instruments
employed by belligerent states in their attempts to exert control over street-level bureaucrats,
the overall impacts of wars on SLB, and the strategies adopted by SLB to cope with these
adversities, underlying the motivations, risks, and concerns involved.

While this research offers valuable contributions, some limitations should be
acknowledged. This study focused on an extreme case and relied on a small sample of
interviewees selected through the “snowball” method, as well as on content analysis of
secondary sources such as media, NGO, and government reports. While these methodological
strategies are recommended for high-risk and violent settings, they naturally present certain
limitations regarding the generalizability of the findings. Additionally, due to ethical
considerations and concerns with respondants’ security, we did not interview individuals
currently on the other side of the front line. As a result, apart from the information gathered
from secondary sources, their perspectives could not be fully explored. Lastly, while remote
ethnography is a practical approach in conflict settings, it inevitably lacks some of the nuanced

insights that are typically gained through on-site ethnographic work.
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As part of a future research agenda, several promising areas could deepen our
understanding of street-level bureaucrats in war contexts. Firstly, it would be valuable to
examine whether our findings on education professionals also apply to other categories of
SLBs, such as healthcare workers, emergency workers, and police officers. This would help
identify which characteristics, motivations, and concerns are common across SLBs and which
are specific to each field. Secondly, our findings could be tested in other conflict settings
worldwide, as well as in different regions of Ukraine, using a larger sample, to assess the
broader generalizability of these insights. Thirdly, future research could explore how the nature
of conflict (e.g., interstate or intrastate war, organized crime, or ethnic violence), the
characteristics of the belligerent actors (e.g., state or non-state), and the territorial configuration
(e.g., rural or urban) influence the strategies SLBs develop to cope with hardships. Finally, each
of the three overarching wars’ impacts, as well as the four strategies outlined in our typology,
warrants more in-depth analysis in future studies. The “remote adaptation” strategy, given its
novelty and potential as a resilient tool in violent environments, make it especially deserving of
further exploration.

The findings of this study may open new avenues for an emerging research agenda on
the role of street-level bureaucrats in wars and political violence—circumstances that,

regrettably, have become increasingly common worldwide.
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Annex 1. Interviews conducted with education professionals from Kherson region in 2024

Appendix

Period in
Code | Sex Profession Institution Te(::ictl(l)l;il:;lin Municipality
2022
Primary/
1 F S.c h0.01 Secondary Partially Kherson
principal Education
Primary/
2 F S.c h0.01 Secondary Partially Nova
principal Education Kakhovka
School Primary/ Nova
3 F o Secondary Partially
principal Education Kakhovka
4 M Administrative H1gh§r Partially Kherson
manager Education
5 M Professor Egﬁ(%:t?(r)n Fully Kherson
6 F Professor Egﬁ(%:t?(r)n Fully Kherson

Source: elaborated by the authors.
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