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Summary

This article examines the strategies for preserving cultural identity and the peculiarities
of cross-cultural adaptation among the Ukrainian women who participated in a case study.
The study is based on the analysis of culture shock stages by Oberg and acculturation strategies
outlined in Berry’s model. Five Ukrainian women in forced migration (in Poland, Sweden,
Switzerland, and the UK) and five females in voluntary migration (in India, Poland, Italy, and
Germany) participated in this research. Data collection methods of the study include a survey
in Google Forms, direct observation, and phenomenological interviews. A software program
MAXQDA was used for qualitative data analysis. The results show that the Ukrainian women
in both forced and voluntary migration encounter challenges such as language barriers, social
exclusion, differences in social norms, and difficulties in medical services. They experience
crisis, recovery, and adjustment stages of culture shock, with common emotions including anx-
iety, homesickness, confusion, frustration, curiosity, and excitement. Key adaptation resources
involve social support, experiential learning, and digital media. Regardless of migration type
or future plans, women maintain cultural identity through native language use, traditional cele-
brations, Ukrainian cuisine, and cultural events. These insights can assist NGOs, psychologists,
and social workers in creating more effective programs for integration and mental health sup-
port of migrants.
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1. Introduction

Forced and voluntary migration are complex phenomena examined across multiple
academic disciplines. Sociology, anthropology, political science, and economics investigate
the cultural and policy-related dimensions of migration, while psychology and public health
address its individual and community impacts. Forced migration, often referred to as involun-
tary migration, has emerged as an increasingly urgent global challenge in the 21st century. It
describes circumstances in which people are driven to abandon their homes and communities
because of factors such as armed conflict, persecution, environmental catastrophes, or socioec-
onomic hardship.

In contrast, voluntary migration is the movement of individuals or groups who choose to
relocate based on perceived benefits or personal preferences rather than external compulsion.
Such decisions are typically influenced by factors like better employment opportunities, access
to education, improved living standards, and family reunification.

Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine in February 2022 triggered a large-scale move-
ment of forced migrants from Ukraine to the EU and other countries. As stated by Andrushko

291



SCIENTIFIC JOURNAL OF POLONIA UNIVERSITY 71(2025) 4

(2024), involuntary migration often entails a sense of loss for the homeland where a person was
born and grew up, along with the disruption of confidence in their future. In addition, individu-
als experiencing forced migration may suffer from survivor’s guilt — feelings of shame or even
regret for having survived while others did not.

Research on trauma in the context of forced migration highlights the complex psycho-
logical difficulties stemming from displacement, including both acute and complex trauma,
persistent stressors, and the erosion of one’s identity and sense of security (Andrushko, 2025).
Synowiec A. (2022) debates that the refugee experience involves two forms of trauma: the pri-
mary trauma of displacement itself and the secondary trauma caused by the stress of adapting to
a new environment. Migrants face a heightened risk of social exclusion, which can result from
unmet needs such as inadequate housing, restricted access to social services and healthcare,
labour market challenges, communication barriers, and cultural adaptation difficulties.

Oberg K., the researcher of culture adjustment and culture shock, mentioned long ago
that the culture of any society is shaped by its history and develops gradually over time, largely
through processes that occur beyond the individual’s conscious awareness (1960). Various
realms of cross-cultural adjustment, culture shock, acculturation, and adaptation in forced
and voluntary migration have been researched by Berry, J. (1997), Ward, C. et al. (2005),
Bhaskar-Shrinivas, P. et al. (2005), Huff, K.C. (2014), Liao, Y.K. et al. (2021), Setti, I. et al.
(2022), Abdyrakhmanova, K. et al. (2023), and Reic, L. (2023).

The peculiarities and challenges of culture adaptation of Ukrainian refugees in the con-
text of the Russian-Ukrainian war have been studied by Oviedo, L. et al. (2022), Kurapov, A.
et al. (2023), Oliinyk, O. & Oliinyk, A. (2024), Kolinko, M. & Aleksandrova, O. (2024), Ish-
chenko, Y. et al. (2024), Smetanska, M. & Rubtsova, S. (2025).

This study aims to fill the knowledge gap by investigating the ways of preserving cul-
tural identity and cross-cultural adaptation of Ukrainian women aged 35-60 in forced and vol-
untary migration.

First of all, most Ukrainian refugees in the Russian-Ukrainian war are women and chil-
dren. Ukrainian men aged 18-60 cannot leave Ukraine during wartime, except in certain cir-
cumstances. The ongoing war has caused mass forced displacement, especially among women,
who are frequently responsible for protecting and relocating their families. This population
can provide critical insight into the emotional, psychological, and socio-economic impacts of
forced migration during midlife. According to a press release of UN Women (February 2025)
“Russia’s three years of mass attacks on Ukraine are having a devastating effect on women and
girls, with 1,869,000 internally displaced, almost 6.7 million women in need of humanitarian
assistance, and more than 3,799 women and 289 girls killed, with the actual number of deaths
likely much higher.”

Second, women are often seen as the biological bearers of a given culture or ethnic group
(Soroka, 2022). Studying both forced and voluntary migration within this group sheds light on
the ways of preserving cultural identity abroad. The cultural identity of Ukrainians is a very
sensitive and delicate question, considering the present war, while Russia is trying to demolish
Ukrainians as a nation.

Third, women in this age range often face age-specific challenges in migration, such as
career disruptions, health issues, or caring responsibilities for both children and aging parents.
They are often at a life stage where reintegration into new labour markets or social environ-
ments is more complex compared to younger migrants.

Fourth, studying both forced and voluntary migration within this group allows for com-
parative analysis of circumstances, cultural adaptation resources, and strategies.
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Women’s migration experiences are often qualitatively different from men’s due to gen-
der roles, social expectations, and risks of exploitation. Most migration studies focus on either
youth or elderly populations, or male-dominated labour migration. Ukrainian women aged
35-60 are often underrepresented, yet they may play pivotal roles in community building and
family stabilization post-migration.

Therefore, the main research questions of this study are as follows:

RQ 1. What are the peculiarities of cross-cultural adaptation of Ukrainian women in a
forced and voluntary migration?

RQ 2. What challenges do Ukrainian women face in cross-cultural adaptation in forced
and voluntary migration?

RQ 3. Which ways to preserve cultural identity in a new culture are utilized by Ukrainian
women in forced and voluntary migration?

2. Methodology

The term culture (or cultural) shock was introduced in the 20th century by Amer-
ican anthropologist Kalervo Oberg (1960). He defined culture shock as the anxiety that
arises when we lose the familiar signs and symbols used in social interaction. Acculturation
strategies, as outlined in Berry’s (1997) model, are divided into four main categories: /nte-
gration — individuals preserve their original cultural identity while also engaging with and
participating in the new culture. Assimilation — individuals fully adopt the dominant culture,
relinquishing their original cultural background. Separation — individuals focus on retaining
their original culture and limit interaction with the dominant culture. Marginalization — indi-
viduals lose ties to both their original and the dominant cultures, often resulting in a sense
of isolation from both.

Oberg’s four stages of culture shock map onto Berry’s four acculturation strategies. They
describe different aspects: Oberg focuses on emotional adjustment over time; Berry focuses on
long-term cultural orientation. But they intersect in some ways.

1. Honeymoon stage (by Oberg): Feeling fascinated, curious, and positive toward the
new culture. Often happens before deeper adaptation challenges emerge. Berry’s link: People
in this stage might lean toward assimilation (embracing the new culture eagerly) or integration
(showing openness to both cultures).

2. Crisis stage (by Oberg): Culture shock hits — frustration, confusion, homesickness,
even hostility toward the new culture. Misunderstandings feel personal, and the gap between
expectations and reality widens. Berry’s link: This often aligns with separation (retreating
into one’s original culture for comfort) or marginalization (feeling disconnected from both
cultures).

3. Recovery stage (by Oberg): People begin learning the new culture’s rules, language,
and customs. Frustration declines, competence increases. Berry’s link: Tends to shift toward
integration (balancing old and new cultural identities) or a more sustainable assimilation (adapt-
ing fully to the host culture).

4. Adjustment stage (by Oberg): Comfortable and functional in the new culture, while
also accepting differences. Can maintain original identity, adapt fully, or blend both. Berry’s
link: Often seen in integration, but can also stabilize as assimilation depending on the person’s
choice and environment.

Berry’s model and Oberg’s culture shock stages were considered while designing this
research.
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Design and participants

The study was conducted from July 2024 to August 2025. After reviewing existing litera-
ture on forced and voluntary migration with emphasis on the Ukrainian population, the research
gap was identified, the research problem was defined, and research questions were formulated.
A Multiple Case Study type was chosen for comparisons across contexts.

Data collection methods of the study include a survey in Google Forms, direct observa-
tion of living conditions, household, communication within families and with neighbours, etc.
Phenomenological interviews were conducted (both online (via WhatsApp, Facebook messag-
ing) and offline (the author personally visited participants living in Italy, Poland, India).

A qualitative phenomenological interview is a research method used to explore and
understand people’s lived experiences. For instance, how they perceive, make sense of, and
give meaning to certain phenomena in their lives. Phenomenology is a philosophical and meth-
odological approach that studies how people experience a particular phenomenon (e.g., cultural
adjustment or identity conflict).

A software program MAXQDA was used for qualitative data analysis. 10 cases made it
possible to gather information for comparison. The depth of analysis in this research is more
important than the quantity.

Sampling

Purposive sampling was used. 10 Ukrainian women (five in forced and 5 in voluntary
migration) were invited to take part in the research. Inclusion criteria: women aged 35-60, liv-
ing abroad for at least half a year, speaking English fluently.

Research ethics

Informed consent was obtained from the participants in order to ensure the ethics of the
research. Before scheduling the interview with the respondents, they were informed about the
topic, details of the study, and the confidentiality of the information they provided. The sensi-
tive topics of forced relocation and traumatic experiences of war were avoided. Also, the exact
words and the details of some stories are omitted in this paper as requested by the respondents.
They were allowed to withdraw from the research at any time without explanation of the rea-
sons.

3. Results of the study

Ten Ukrainian women, who took part in this research, reported demographic information
(see Table 1) and answered the survey questions in Google Forms.

Table 1
Demographic characteristics of the participants
Partici- Age Voluntary | Living alone or Duration Stage of cultural shock
pants span migration/ with a family
Country
P1 50-55 India alone about 6 years Recovery Stage
P2 35-40 Italy family (husband more than 7 Recovery Stage
and 2 children) years
P3 50-55 Germany family (husband more than 30 Adjustment Stage
and 2 children) years
P4 45-50 Poland alone more than 7 Recovery Stage
years
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Continuation of table 1

P5 40-45 India family (husband more than 7 Recovery Stage
and son) years
Forced
migration/
Country
P6 50-55 Sweden alone about 2 years Crisis Stage
P7 55-60 The UK | family (with a son) | about 3 years Crisis Stage
P8 50-55 | Switzerland | family (husband about 3 years Recovery Stage
and son)
P9 45-50 Scotland | family (with a son) | about 3 years Adjustment Stage
P10 50-55 Poland family (with mom) | about 3 years Crisis Stage

* P1, P2, etc. stand for participant 1, participant 2, etc.

In addition to the information on participants’ age, country they are living in,
forced or voluntary migration, whether they are living there alone or with their families,
the duration of their migration, they were also asked to identify the stage of their cultural
shock.

Various factors influence people’s attitudes and ability to adjust: the duration of liv-
ing abroad, personal experiences, an individual’s “fit” to a particular culture, and others.
The survey showed that four Ukrainian women in voluntary migration identified the stage
of their culture shock as Recovery. Three out of five Ukrainian women in forced migration
associate their stage of cultural shock with Crisis, one with Recovery. One woman who has
been living in Germany with her family for more than 30 years is in her Adjustment Stage,
and the woman who migrated to Scotland three years ago has already moved to the Adjust-
ment stage. The duration of progression through the stages of cultural shock varies across
individuals.

The open-ended questions in Google Forms were aimed at clarifying information about
the experiences of Ukrainian women who took part in this study. They had to cope with a
wide range of emotions, both in forced and voluntary migration. Anxiety, homesickness, and
curiosity (Figure 1) prevail. Other emotions the participants went through were excitement,
confusion, frustration, anger, relief, and happiness. Anger was experienced by participant 2 (P2)
in voluntary migration and by participant 8 (P8) in forced migration. P3 got relief in voluntary
migration, and P8 felt happy in forced migration.

The results for the Likert scale question: Rate the importance of cultural understanding
in overcoming culture shock on a scale of 1-5, where 1 means unimportant and 5 is extremely
important, are as follows: 7 participants chose 5 (extremely important) and 2 participants
chose 4, which is interpreted as very important.

P2 and P3 in voluntary migration and P7 in forced migration mentioned in the survey
they did they felt comfortable with such aspects of a new culture as language, food, social
norms, and traditions. P1 in voluntary migration feels uncomfortable with aspects such as lan-
guage and food. P6 in forced migration feels uncomfortable with language, food, and social
norms, whereas P8 is uncomfortable with language but comfortable with food. As mentioned
earlier, all participants are fluent English speakers, but language issues arise depending on
which country they relocated to.

The results of the responses to the survey question: “What strategies have you used to
cope with culture shock?” are presented in Figure 2.
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excitement

anxiety 7 (70 %)
confusion
relief
curiosity 7 (70 %)
frustration —4 (40 %)

homesickness 7 (70 %)
anger
happiness

other

0 2 4 6 8

Fig. 1. Emotions experienced by Ukrainian women in forced and voluntary migration

learning the language 8 (80 %)

making local friends 6 (60 %)

seeking support groups
joining sport/ culture clubs

taking on new hobby —3 (30 %)

other

0 2 4 6 8

Fig. 2. Strategies used by Ukrainian women in forced and voluntary migration
to cope with culture shock

Learning the language was mentioned by 4 Ukrainian women in forced and 4 in volun-
tary migration as one of the effective strategies to cope with culture shock. This variant was
followed by making local friends and taking on a new hobby. 2 women (1 in forced, 1 in volun-
tary migration) prefer seeking support groups, and 2 participants in voluntary migration prefer
joining sports or culture clubs.

The following aspects and elements in new cultures were listed by the Ukrainian women
as the most intriguing and interesting: history, philosophy, spirituality, cuisine, festivals, cin-
ema, music and dance, art, and fashion. The most preferred method of learning about a new
culture among the interviewed Ukrainian women, both in voluntary and forced migration, men-
tioned by 8 participants, is excursions, followed by books (4 choices), travel guides, and movies
(3 choices each).

Only P6 in forced migration will seek professional help if culture shock becomes over-
whelming; other women, both in voluntary and forced migration, will unlikely do it or are not
sure about it.

The Ukrainian women, who took part in this study, use various ways to preserve their
cultural identity in a new culture, regardless of the reasons for migration, duration of liv-
ing in a new culture, plans for the future, etc. These practices include speaking a native lan-
guage with family members or with colleagues and fellow nationals (it was mentioned by all
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10 participants), celebrating traditional holidays and cooking Ukrainian dishes, attending
events that showcase Ukrainian culture, reading books, watching films, and media in the native
language. Following or creating blogs or YouTube channels focused on Ukrainian culture was
mentioned by four women as a way to keep their cultural identity abroad.

To obtain additional information on the Ukrainian women’s unique experiences, the phe-
nomenological interviews were conducted both online (via WhatsApp, Facebook messaging)
and offline (the author personally visited participants living in Italy, Poland, and India). A soft-
ware program MAXQDA was used for a thematic analysis.

Thematic analysis was selected as it allows for identifying, analyzing, and reporting pat-
terns within qualitative data, providing both flexibility and depth. It is well-suited for exploring
participants’ subjective experiences and meanings, which were central to this study’s aims. The-
matic analysis was performed following Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six-step approach: Famil-
iarization with the data — Transcripts were read multiple times while noting initial observa-
tions. Generating initial codes — Relevant text segments were highlighted and assigned concise
descriptive labels (codes) in the margins of printed transcripts. Searching for themes — Codes
were grouped into potential themes based on conceptual similarity and relevance to the research
questions. Reviewing themes — Potential themes were compared against the dataset to ensure
they accurately represented the data and did not overlap. Defining and naming themes — Each
theme was clearly defined, capturing its essence and distinct contribution to understanding the
phenomenon. Producing the report — Themes were organized logically, supported by direct
quotes from participants, and integrated into the analytical narrative. The results are presented
in Tables 2 and 3.

Table 2
Cultural Adaptation Challenges
Theme Codes Examples / Quotes
1. Language and Com- - Language barrier - “Difficulties to feel comfortable without perfect
munication language knowledge, feeling you are a stranger, fear
Barriers of making behavioral mistakes.”
- “The Scottish language is often difficult to under-
- Dialect difficulties stand, especially when you talk to people living in

small towns and villages.”
- “People, even those at fault, were never apologetic,
quite often excluded from a conversation due to a

- Fear of making mistakes language barrier.”
2. Social Exclusion and - Perceived inequality -“We feel invisible here, as if we are nobody.”
Feeling of Inferiority - “The locals often perceive Ukrainians as illiterate
- Stereotyping and poor.”
- “Our education seems irrelevant to their system and
- Disrespect for qualifi- lifestyle.”
cations
3. Differences in Social - Cultural habits - “Visitors (to 'my' flat) don’t take their shoes off and
Norms and Behaviour don’t wash hands.”
- Unreliable social inter- - “People smile, promise to help or do something,
action but then don’t fulfil their promise.”
- “I don’t socialize with locals as they consume a lot
- Noise & alcohol use of alcohol and are very noisy.”
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Continuation of table 2

4. Employment and - Difficulty finding a job - “I still can’t find an appropriate job even though
Professional Barriers there is no longer a language barrier."
- "Our education seems irrelevant to their system and
- Devaluation of creden- lifestyle."
tials
5. Adaptation to Local - Food availability - “Problem buying food, which I used to.”
Environment and Infra-
structure - “No toilet paper in public toilets.”

- Public facilities
- “Children are not attended in our area and can be

- Child behavior really aggressive.”
6. Value and Mentality - Life values - “New ways of approaching life values.”
Differences
- Mentality gap - “Different mentality.”

It’s important to mention that in addition to the themes presented in the table, some
other topics arose during the communication with the women who participated in this research.
The conversations were open, frank, and sentimental. Some women asked not to mention the
exact words or the details of the stories they shared. For example, 7 out of 10 emphasized that
in a migration, either they or their relatives, colleagues, or friends faced a negative and even
aggressive attitude or behaviour from the citizens of the country they moved to.

P1 and P2 in voluntary migration, as well as P6 and P10 in forced migration, have
encountered problems with health care, medical systems, and hospitals in the foreign countries
where they are living now. The participants mentioned either the expensive service or the need
to wait for the doctor’s arrangements. It’s problematic to buy medicines without a doctor’s
prescription. In some cases, there is no privacy (the doctors may discuss the health issues with
other patients or medical staff). So, Ukrainian women choose to go to Ukraine even in wartime
to visit dentists or undergo examination.

Different climates can also be problematic to get used to. P1 mentioned the absence of
central heating in Indian homes, therefore, it’s very cold in the wintertime. It gets around +12°C
in a flat. In contrast, in summer, it’s extremely humid and the temperature increases to +45°C.
Such conditions affect health and work performance. Some other challenges Ukrainian women
have faced in both voluntary and forced migration include different food (either extremely
spicy or no possibility to buy some products), different educational systems, some customs and
traditions, attitude to time and punctuality, etc.

Table 3
Resources for Cultural Adaptation
Theme Codes Examples/ Quotes

1. Language and Cultural - Language learning - “Language learning, watching videos
Learning - Watching videos about the host country, and travelling

around the country.”

2. Social Relationships and - Local friendships - “Find local friends”
Support - Spouse as a cultural guide - “Since my husband is Italian... I used

him as a resource...”

- Networking - “Personal observations, networking...”
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Continuation of table 3

3. Experiential Learning - Travel - “Travelling and learning about the place
I live.”
- Observation - “I prefer to communicate with the locals
- Daily interactions and observe people...”
4. Digital and Media - YouTube - “Reading about the culture in Telegram
Resources - Telegram channels, watching YouTube videos...”
5. Institutional Integration - Education - “Studies, job”
- Employment - “Later, volunteering and thus closer
- Volunteering contacts with local organisations.”
6. Community and Reli- - Church - “...networking, church.”
gion - Ukrainian peer sharing - “...sharing useful information about
experiences here with other Ukrainians.”

Ukrainian women who left the country because of the full-scale war in February 2022,
even now, after three and a half years, are facing various psychological and physiological prob-
lems. They suffer from chronic stress, depression, hypertension, headaches, insomnia, eating
disorders, and other issues.

There is a constant worry about the family members and friends who stayed in Ukraine
among the women in both forced and voluntary migration. P4 is concerned about two adult sons
who can’t leave Ukraine and her mother, who doesn’t want to move abroad. There has been a
state of uncertainty for some of them. P1 says: “I want to return to Ukraine, but only when the
war ends.” P10 doesn’t want to settle in Poland, at the same time, she doesn’t know how soon
she will be able to return to her home in Ukraine. P6 doesn’t want to learn the language; she
thinks she is not young enough to start everything from the beginning, she is depressed and
pessimistic, and not motivated at all to integrate into a new culture. She is the person who con-
firmed the need for professional psychological help. Five out of ten interviewed women plan to
go back to their home country. The rest, especially those with their families, will not return to
Ukraine even after the end of the Russian-Ukrainian war.

4. Discussion of the results and directions for further research

Several findings emerged from this research, which enrich the existing literature by pro-
viding a remarkable insight into the nature of cross-cultural adaptation. This study filled the
knowledge gaps by investigating the strategies of preserving cultural identity as well as chal-
lenges and resources for cross-cultural adaptation of Ukrainian women aged 35-60 in forced
and voluntary migration.

At the same time, our results are consistent with previous research (Synowiec, 2022;
Andrushko, 2024, Ishchenko et al., 2024) reporting anxiety, frustration, and depression among
Ukrainians caused by uncertainty of the future, loss of stability, and experience of migration
to new cultures. The report of Feniks (a charitable organization supporting the Central East-
ern European community in Edinburgh and Scotland) also emphasized mental health issues of
Ukrainian forced migrants (2023).

The majority of the respondents in this study pointed out that cultural understanding
in overcoming culture shock is very important, which aligns with the idea stated in another
research that it’s essential to examine to what extent individuals make efforts to understand and
assimilate the new culture and identify with it (Kolinko, 2024).
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In findings of her research, based on interviews and own observations conducted at one
of refugee aid points in Poland, Synowiec A. (2022) lists the following barriers to cultural adap-
tation: language barrier, temporality/liminality of the situation of exile, trauma and psycholog-
ical stress, limited access to childcare, stereotyping, lack of networks, high expectations of the
host community towards refugees. In our case study, almost all of them were mentioned by the
Ukrainian women in forced as well as voluntary migration.

Language issues emerged multiple times as a barrier, at the same time as a resource
for cross-cultural adaptation, and as a strategy for preserving cultural identity. Ten women
participating in this research have a good command of English from upper intermediate to
proficiency. But still, they have frequently faced communication problems, which lead to
misunderstanding even in English-speaking countries such as India and Scotland, owing to
different accents.

In non-English language countries, the Ukrainian women face problems with foreign lan-
guages, for instance, Swedish or German. Even though those countries offer language courses,
migrants either don’t see the sense of studying the language if they plan to come back soon, or
the language is not easy to learn, especially at their age. Sharing her experience, P8 responded:
“While they perceive you as a tourist, English is enough. But as soon as they find out you are a
refugee, they immediately switch to the German language.” Language as a barrier for commu-
nication and cross-cultural adaptation was widely mentioned in publications of other scholars:
Andrushko (2025), Kolinko (2019), Synowiec (2022).

Other problems that affect cultural adaptation are connected with service provision.
Differences in performing medical services in Ukraine and abroad lead to disappointment.
Oliinyk O. and Oliinyk A. (2024) emphasized that the majority of Ukrainian respondents iden-
tified issues related to the organization of medical care as their primary concern. This resonates
with the results of our research.

The results of our work match other findings on the most effective methods to learn
about a new culture. The Ukrainian women, both in voluntary and forced migration, mentioned
excursions, books, travel guides, and movies. Apart from travelling as a way of learning about
the host country, the respondents in the study done by Reic 1. (2023) indicated reading books,
watching television programs, and documentaries.

The findings of the present study also align with the literature on the ways of preserv-
ing cultural identity. Andrushko Y. and Lupei M. (2025) pointed out in their study that many
migrants continue to value their cultural traditions while also adapting to new social and cul-
tural settings. We have similar observations.

Smetanska M. and Rubtsova S. (2025) report that in many countries, Ukrainians “par-
ticipate in cultural and artistic programs, learning about the traditions of other nations while
also promoting Ukrainian culture.” The researchers mention that Ukrainian communities exist
in many European cities and towns. Members of these associations celebrate national holidays,
organize cultural events, thus promoting Ukrainian culture and preserving cultural identity.
Similar ideas were voiced during phenomenological interviews in our study.

As mentioned earlier, half of the Ukrainian women, who participated in our study, plan
to stay abroad. According to polls conducted for the Center for Economic Strategy, a Ukrainian
think tank, the proportion of refugees who definitely or probably want to return to Ukraine is
less than 50 percent (Sysak et al., 2025). They dream about the victory of Ukraine in the cruel
and devastating war. However, they envision their own future and the future of their children
abroad despite the challenges they face. The reason is more stability, better education for chil-
dren and job opportunities for themselves, and higher levels of economy.
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Adaptation abroad is harder when the host culture is very different from one’s own (Wang
& Varma, 2019, Setti et al., 2022). If the cultures are very different, the person has to imple-
ment more changes, which makes the process harder. If the cultures are more alike, it is usually
easier to adapt. In short, the bigger the cultural gap, the harder it is to adjust. This can also be
concluded from our observations and findings. The Ukrainian women in forced and voluntary
migration in Poland, for instance, reported fewer challenges in comparison with females who
moved to India, Sweden, or Scotland.

The presented case study fills the knowledge gap by investigating the cultural iden-
tity and cross-cultural adaptation of the Ukrainian women in age span 35—60 in forced and
voluntary migration. It provides better insight into personal experiences and contributes to
migration research by showing how gender, culture, and migration type intersect in shaping
adaptation.

Limitations. In spite of the similarity of some responses of women in forced and volun-
tary migration, their unique experiences cannot be compared. Moreover, despite the fact that
there is a match to some extent with the findings in the cited literature, our results may not apply
to all Ukrainian women or other migrant groups. Other limitations include sample bias and sub-
jectivity of experiences. Participants do not represent the diversity of education, socioeconomic
background, or regions of Ukraine. Adaptation is personal — different women may interpret and
report their experiences differently. Besides already noted points, migrants may not accurately
remember or may selectively share their past experiences, especially in traumatic situations.
Findings may depend heavily on the host country’s policies, support systems, and cultural envi-
ronment, which limit broader application.

The implications of this study and directions for further research. The findings can help
NGOs, psychologists, and social workers design more effective integration and mental health
support. Further longitudinal studies can be conducted to explore how adaptation evolves over
time. Studying family and intergenerational dynamics can reveal how children or spouses influ-
ence women’s cross-cultural adaptation.

5. Conclusions

In conclusion, this study aimed to fill the knowledge gaps by investigating the ways of
preserving cultural identity and cross-cultural adaptation of the Ukrainian women in age span
35-60 in forced and voluntary migration. The rationale for doing the case study among Ukrain-
ian women was justified by the fact that most Ukrainian refugees in the Russian-Ukrainian
war are women and children. Studying both forced and voluntary migration within this group
sheds light on the ways of preserving cultural identity abroad. Women in this age range often
face age-specific challenges in migration, such as career disruptions, health issues, or caring
responsibilities for both children and aging parents. Ukrainian women aged 35-60 are under-
represented in research, yet they may play pivotal roles in community building and family
stabilization post-migration.

The results of the survey and phenomenological interviews revealed the following chal-
lenges the Ukrainian women face in forced and voluntary migration: language and communica-
tion barriers, social exclusion, differences in social norms, employment and professional obsta-
cles. The stages of culture shock were identified. Emotions that prevail in forced and voluntary
migration among the participants include anxiety, homesickness, and curiosity. The resources
for cultural adaptation, such as social relationships and support, experiential learning, digital
and media means, were analyzed in this study.
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The Ukrainian women, who took part in this study, use various ways to preserve
their cultural identity in a new culture regardless of the reasons for migration, duration of
living in a new culture, and plans for the future. These practices include speaking a native
language with family members or with colleagues and fellow nationals, celebrating tradi-
tional holidays and cooking Ukrainian dishes, attending events that showcase Ukrainian
culture, reading books, watching films in the native language, and following blogs or You-
Tube channels focused on national culture. The findings of the research can help NGOs,
psychologists, and social workers design more effective integration and mental health sup-
port for migrants.
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