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Summary.

Background. Migration flows of people seeking refuge in'other countries for various reasons are
a prerequisite for public health problemsto emerge. The aim of the study was to analyze the socio-
demographic profile of Ukrainian-refugee mothers residing in Bulgaria and their attitudes towards
immunizations.

Material and methods. A crass-sectional survey was conducted among 124 Ukrainian citizens
(women residing‘with their children as refugees on the territory of the Republic of Bulgaria) in
February 2025. A sociological survey regarding socio-demographic indicators and attitudes and
knowledge about immunizations was conducted.

Results. The-surveyed group of Ukrainian citizens consisted of women with an average age of 33
years, ranging between 19 and 49 years (sd+7.083), with higher education — 86 (69.35%), mostly
having one child in the family — 71 (57.26%), who received temporary protection in Bulgaria. The

children they live with in our country are of preschool and school age, which requires their
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immunization according to the Immunization Schedule of Bulgaria. Mothers have good knowledge
about the role of immunization for the health of their children — 109 (87.90%), but 55 (44.35%)
express doubts about the quality and effect of vaccines.

Conclusions. Migration has posed a challenge to public health in Bulgaria.

Keywords: Ukrainian refugees, immunization, attitudes, mothers, knowledge

Introduction

Migration flows of people seeking refuge in other countries for various reasons are a
prerequisite for the emergence of public health problems:“Since the beginning of the hostilities
(2022) on the territory of Ukraine, millions of Ukrainian citizens have been forced to leave their
homes and head for neighboring countries [1,2]. Over 50,000 Ukrainian citizens, mostly women
and children, have reached Bulgaria. With the help of state institutions and non-governmental
organizations, persons with temporary residence status obtain access to health care, education,
social assistance, legal aid and access to.the labor market [3,4]. Those in need of medical care are
provided with the necessary medical treatment under the same terms and conditions as Bulgarian
citizens. In order to guarantee that there will be no outbreaks and epidemics of vaccine-preventable
infectious diseases, it.is necessary for all children with missing data or incomplete immunization
status to be vaccinated. This requires active cooperation with their parents. Immunization with
modern vaccines is the safest and most effective way to protect against a number of infectious
diseases [5-7]. Immunization programs save the lives of millions of children and adults. Making a
decision to vaccinate is a process that depends on the parents of the children, involving emotional,

social, spiritual and political issues.
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Aim of the work

The aim of the study was to analyze the socio-demographic profile of Ukrainian refugee

mothers residing in Bulgaria and their attitude towards immunization.

Material and methods

A cross-sectional survey was conducted in February 2025 among 124 Ukrainian citizens
(mostly women residing with their children as refugees on the territory of the Republic of Bulgaria
— in the city of Pleven, the city of Ruse, and the Sunny Beach resort). Contact was established and
a questionnaire was distributed among them to collect information. The participation of the women
was anonymous and voluntary. Informed consent was obtained from all participants. The
questionnaire contained: (1) demographic-data about the families of the refugees (mother's age,
distribution of mothers by age group, marital status, number of children in the family, gender and
age of the children, distribution of children by age group, place of residence in the home country,
education level of the parents); (2) closed-ended questions were included to assess the attitudes and
knowledge of women regarding immunization.

Statistical._analyses — general information about the participants in the survey — are
presented as averages, deviations, and numbers, in percentages. Attitudes and knowledge about
vaccines are presented as numbers and percentages. The relationship between attitudes and
knowledge and socio-demographic profile was investigated utilizing the Kruskal-Wallis (KWT)

Multiple-Samples Comparison Test. The level of significance was identified at a p-value < 0.05.
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IBM SPSS Statistics 25 was used for statistical calculations. The results obtained were summarized

and presented in tables and figures.

Results

Demographic characteristics of women

During the study period, 124 women from Ukraine with temporary protection status in
Bulgaria were surveyed, with an average age of 33 years, ranging between 19 and 49 years
(sd+7.083). They reside with their children, who amountedto 162 in total and are of varying ages.
Preschool and school-age children predominated: 4-7 years old — 59 (36.41%) and 8-18 years old
— 47 (29.01%). The remaining distribution was-as follows: up to 1 year — 22 (13.59%), 1-3 years —
34 (20.99%). The gender distribution of children was follows: male — 73 (45.06%), female — 89
(54.94%).

The demographic characteristics of the study participants are presented in Table 1. Women
residing in our country with temporary protection status are educated, mostly married, with urban
residence, and within active age. Most of them have one child in the family, which coincides with

the European family pattern and the deepening demographic crisis.

Table 1. Demographic characteristics of the study population (n=124 refugee mothers)

Characteristics Number Percentage
Under 20 years 4 3.23
Ade arou 20-29 years 39 31.45
ge group 30-39 years 55 44.35
Over 40 years 26 20.97
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Married 4 3.23

Marital status slrgle 39 31.45
Widowed 55 44.35

Separated 26 20.97

Ty Urban o 6.1
/ Rural 42 33.87

Education level of Al S EelEEUI 86 69.35
e EET Secondary education 33 26.62
Intermediate education 5 4.03

«Education level of aligls e L 64 64.65
the fathers Secondary education 34 34.34
Intermediate education 1 1.01

. One 71 57.26
Nur?nbte;eo;cai;]::dren T80 43 34.68
/ Three 10 8.06

Notes: « Available information of 99 fathers.

Knowledge of the surveyed women about vaccines.and immunizations

The main source of information about vaccines and immunization is the doctor (n=99,

79.84%), as seen in Figure 1. Parents also confide in information from the Internet and media to

form their knowledge (n=11, 8.87%). The role of the latter increases when making a decision for

immunization — 70 (56.45%). The participants in the survey witnessed positive discussions about

vaccines in the media in 57.72%.
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11; 8.87%

6;4.84%

99;79.84%

B doctor M nurse W relatives friends internet and media

Figure 1. Source of information about vaccines andmmunization-among the study population (n=124

refugee mothers)

Respondents were aware of the importance and the role of vaccines in building protection
against infectious diseases —109.(87.90%). However, some mothers — 55 (44.35%) — were inclined
to let their children acquire natural immunity (after recovering from an illness). This tendency is
probably related-to the concern about the occurrence of adverse reactions after vaccination, which
81 (65.32%) of women fear. The prevailing opinion is that vaccinated children protect others in the
group — 85 (68.55%). Parents were aware of the risk to their children in the presence of

unimmunized people in their environment — 65 (52.42%).
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Attitudes of the surveyed women about vaccines and immunizations

The reasons why mothers would refuse childhood vaccination are shown in Figure 2. The
data shows that doubt in the benefits of vaccines may discourage parents from immunization — 29
(23.39%), followed by “due to medical contraindications” — 27 (21.77%) — and “doubt in the
quality of the vaccine” — 26 (20.97%). We performed separate Kruskal-Wallis tests to examine the
influence of maternal education, age, and marital status on vaccine knowledge and concerns about
adverse effects and refusal. While no significant relationship was found between these factors and
vaccine knowledge (KWT=53.520, p>0.99), a strong association was observed with concerns and
refusal (KWT=124.786, p<0.001). Older mothers demonstrated more positive attitudes toward

vaccination, suggesting that experience and accumulated knowledge may play a role.

m Medical contraindications

24; 19.35% 27:21.78% Doubt of the doctor's competence

B Doubt of the benefit of vaccination

2;1.61%

)
16; 12.90%

23,23 39% Worries about permanent damage
26; 20.97% to the child
Fear of side effects

H Doubt of the quality of the vaccine

Figure 2. Reasons mothers would refuse childhood vaccination (n=124 refugee mothers)
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Discussion

The ongoing war in Ukraine has forced thousands of people to seek refuge in other
countries. This has posed additional challenges to the healthcare systems of the host countries. In
addition to providing refugees with shelter and access to basic necessities, another need was to
ensure their access to medical services. Very often the language barrier was important for
healthcare providers [8-10].

Bulgaria's health policy regarding vaccination includes providing comprehensive care and
promoting vaccination among refugees. Similar immunization schedules of Bulgaria and Ukraine
facilitate the vaccination process. The level of education; personal attitudes, and the level of
knowledge were elements that influenced the decision to immunize. Documents regulating
healthcare processes were also important. The influx of unvaccinated people created a risk of
outbreaks of infections with epidemic potential.

During the study period, the 124 Ukrainian women surveyed had temporary protection
status in Bulgaria. They were within active age (predominant age group 30-39 years), educated
(with higher education — about 70%), trust the doctor, who was the main source of information, as
shown by the survey data (about 80% of respondents). A 2021 paper by Ganczak et al. found that
Ukrainian migrants in-Poland preferred to visit health professionals rather than family doctors [6,7].

The participants in the study reside in our country with their children, who were of varying
ages. The need to attend childcare and educational institutions requires mandatory immunizations,
which are well organized in Bulgaria. Ukrainian citizens actively contributed to faster and more
complete inclusion in public life. The lack of a language barrier facilitates communication with

Bulgarian health institutions. Social networks and media influenced vaccination decision-making
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for most of the respondents. Positive information campaigns are needed to strengthen the role of
social media [11,12].

Respondents were aware of the importance of vaccines and their role in protecting the
community from infectious diseases. They accepted vaccines in the Immunization Schedule, even
as an obligation, which showed responsible thinking/mindset about the collective risk of spreading
infectious diseases. Mothers had good knowledge about the role of immunizations for the health
of their children, but some of them expressed doubts about the quality and effect of vaccines, which
would be a reason for refusing immunization.

Despite the uncertainties about the safety of vaccines, Ukrainian” mothers trust the
healthcare system in Bulgaria and identify the doctor as the-main source of information. Healthcare
professionals should provide patients with the knowledge they need to make informed decisions
[13,14]. It is also essential to improve communication between patients and healthcare providers,

building vaccine literacy based on scientific evidence and shared experience [15,16].

Conclusions

The war in Ukraine has led to difficulties in the organization and the supply of vaccines,
which, together with hesitations about immunization, has led to low vaccination coverage and
outbreaks of epidemics there. Migration flows from Ukraine to Bulgaria are a challenge to the
immunization practice in the country. Vaccination is an effective means of preventing infectious
diseases among migrant populations and their host communities. A multifunctional approach is
needed to allow vaccination to be understood as a social policy and practice by the entire

community.
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