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The Resilience of the
Polish Healthcare
System after the Arrival
of War Refugees from
Ukraine — New Article in
CEEMR

Poland has recently witnessed
debates about Ukrainian patients’
access to healthcare and the
employment of foreign doctors in the
healthcare system. A timely

investigates the
resilience of Poland’s healthcare
system in 2022 and 2023, when nearly
1 million new patients arrived, and
when almost 4,000 Ukrainian doctors
received the right to practice in
Poland.
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The Resilience of the Polish Healthcare

System after the Arrival of War Refugees
from Ukraine — New Article in CEEMR

Dominika Pszczétkowska, Emilia Szyszkowska, Sara Bojarczuk, Kamil Matuszczyk,

Maciej Duszczyk

After the Russian aggression on Ukraine in
February 2022, Poland experienced the
largest European movement of war refugees
in nearly a century: 8 million crossed the
border by the year’s end. The European
Union granted them immediate access to
healthcare systems. Poland followed with
the ‘special law’ of March 12, 2022, which
detailed the modalities of patients’ access,
and also facilitated the formalities allowing
for Ukrainian doctors’, nurses’” and
midwives’ employment in public and private
healthcare facilities.

This sudden increase in the number of
patients challenged Poland’s healthcare
system’s resilience. A new article in Central

and Eastern European Migration Review by

Dominika Pszczotkowska, Emilia
Szyszkowska, Sara  Bojarczuk, Kamil
Matuszczyk and Maciej Duszczyk
investigates how the system remained
resilient and identifies the contributing and
hindering factors in health-service delivery,
the health workforce and
leadership/governance.

The research was based on a mixed-
methods analysis of data from public and
private institutions (National Health Fund —

NFZ, Ministry of Health, private providers:
Lux Med, Medicover, Damian Medical
Center), a survey of final year medical
students studying in Polish at 13 public
medical universities (n=581) and interviews
with junior doctors (n=18). It was conducted
as part of the National Science Centre-
funded research project Migration plans of

medical university students and their actual

implementation. Will they really leave?
(2021-2027), led by Prof. Maciej Duszczyk at
the Centre of Migration Research.

Although the project initially focused
only on the migration plans of Polish medical
students and foreigners studying in Poland,
unexpected events — first the Covid-19
pandemic and then the full-scale Russsian
agression on Ukraine in February 2022 led it
in new directions. The arrival of war
refugees from Ukraine inspired us to
research the response of Poland’s
healthcare system to the significantly
altered situation — both in terms of the
number of patients, and the number of
foreign doctors, nurses and midwives
practicing in Poland.

The Polish case is not only instructive
because of the scale and swiftness of
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arrivals. The European Union’s reaction was
also unprecedented. For the first time, the
EU applied the Temporary Protection
Directive, which granted war refugees
immediate access to the labour market,
education, social support and public
healthcare. Previously, newcomers — e.g.
Syrians in the EU, Lebanon or Turkey -
received limited access or were
accommodated within separate healthcare
structures and policymakers took pains not
to attract asylum-seekers by offering more
than the utterly necessary care. The events
in Poland were thus a kind of experiment
demonstrating what can happen when

newcomers, for example war refugees, are
incorporated into the  mainstream
healthcare system.

Please read the article for a detailed
analysis regarding issues such as service
delivery for newcomers and local patients
and how it changed over time. Below, we
share an element of our findings — the
results of the survey among 6" year medical
students regarding the challenges related to
the arrival of patients from Ukraine (Figure
1), and their opinions regarding the
incorporation of doctors from Ukraine into
the Polish system (Figure 2).

Figure 1. Opinions on the inflow of patients from Ukraine among final-year
medical students at Polish medical universities. Q: What major challenges do you
see related to the arrival of patients from Ukraine? [%] (n=573)
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Figure 2. Opinions of medical students regarding the increased number of
Ukrainian doctors in Poland. Q: /In your opinion, what are the consequences of the
increased number of doctors/physicians from Ukraine in the Polish health care
system? [%] (n=574)
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The research demonstrated that in
the short term, the Polish healthcare
system proved to be largely resilient
to the shock of incorporating
numerous patients from the
neighbouring country, with the
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incoming group receiving basic and
advanced care, such as transplants,
and the access for local patients not
obviously decreasing. The system
was not fully resilient to begin with,
as manifested by long waiting times



for various procedures, but it did not
immediately deteriorate due to the
arrival of several million new
potential patients temporarily — and
nearly one million longer-term.
Several factors contributed to this
short-term resilience. Staff
shortages, which impacted on Polish
healthcare even before 2022, could
have been a significant bottleneck.
However, the good will of health
professionals - who  worked
overtime — and the incorporation of
Ukrainian medics alleviated these
challenges, increasing the system’s
absorptive capacity and facilitating
communication  with  Ukrainian
patients.

Private healthcare providers
participated by offering free services
for over a year after the Russian
aggression, decreasing pressure on
the public system. NGOs, local
authorities and individuals facilitated
war refugees’ navigation within the
health system. The unprecedented
solidarity and close cooperation of
participants of the whole
institutional environment proved
especially important in the first
months.

However, in the medium term, it
started to become evident that social

support and willingness to help were
dwindling and that more systemic
solutions were necessary. As the
critical opinions of junior doctors
expressed in interviews suggest,
resorting to the goodwill and
additional work input of medical
staff, as well as administrators, NGOs
and others, was a spontaneous
solution which could not be effective
in the longer term.

It also became evident to the
participants of this system that the
language difficulties of patients and
some Ukrainian doctors and nurses,
which were not dealt with in any
systemic way, became a factor
hindering the system’s functioning.
This led to the reintroduction of
language requirements for medical
staff.

It may thus be concluded that, while
the Polish  healthcare system
demonstrated resilience in its
absorptive and adaptive capacity,
many of the solutions applied were
dependent on the goodwill and extra
work of doctors and others, which
was not tenable in the longer term. It
is not obvious that the system would
have responded equally effectively if
Poland had experienced a second
mass arrival from Ukraine.
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