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Mental Health as a Bridge to Integration 

Viktoriia Svidovska 

Help Ukraine Gothenburg (HUG), Gothenburg, Sweden 

The panel presentation focuses on the interconnection between mental health and integration, and the ways in which long-
term community support may strengthen both. It pays particular attention to the impact of displacement on the well-being of
Ukrainian TP holders in Sweden, including the mental health needs, challenges, risks, and barriers to integration they face in
everyday life. 

The presentation draws on Help Ukraine Gothenburg’s (HUG) experience of community work with displaced Ukrainians in
Sweden and Ukrainian veterans with special attention to insights from the HUG’s research and evaluation report (2023-
2025).  

Across all HUG’s projects, mental health support is approached as a cross-cutting part of broader efforts to foster recovery,
resilience, participation, and inclusion. In line with this, mental health is understood as connected to all spheres of life,
including physical well-being, daily functioning, relationships with others, and oneself. 

The findings from HUG’s Research and Evaluation Report (2023–2025) indicate that war-related experiences, losses,
dangerous journeys to safety, loneliness, prolonged legal uncertainty, and integration pressures may have affected
many project participants and created conditions for the mental health risks. The most concerning risks identified in the study
include problems with daily functioning, elevated anxiety, depressive symptoms, symptoms of post-traumatic stress, burnout,
and suicidal thoughts.  

At the same time, HUG’s experience suggests that safe, community-based support may strengthen both mental health and
integration outcomes. This appears to be linked to several core elements of the approach: support adapted to
participants’ native language, experiences, and cultural background; trauma-informed interaction that reduces unpredictability,
pressure, judgment, and power imbalances; and recovery-oriented practices that promote safety, respect, clear
communication, autonomy, and new supportive experiences. Sustained participant engagement, positive feedback, and
reported improvements in well-being, relationships, sense of belonging, and integration outcomes further support the value of
this approach.  

The presentation may contribute to Nordic Migration Research by bringing in a civil society perspective on the lived
experience of Ukrainians in Sweden, with attention to how displacement and the temporality of protection shape everyday life,
aspirations, and well-being. In this way, the HUG case offers a relevant empirical entry point into broader discussion
on how communities, civil society and authorities can jointly contribute to social change. 



Choosing to Remain: Agency and the “Right to Stay” Among Older People in
Transnational Families Between Ukraine, Lithuania, Iceland, and Sweden After
February 2022 

Svitlana  Odynets  

Vilnius University/Mid Sweden University 

Discussions of care for older people have long been framed through the lens of task-oriented provision--distinguishing
between object-related domestic labour and person-centred needs (Lutz 2008)--as well as through the availability and moral
obligations of caregivers within families. Within transnational care scholarship, this has often translated into an emphasis on
the redistribution of care across borders, focusing on “care chains” and the reconfiguration of intergenerational
responsibilities under migration (e.g. Baldassar & Merla 2014). However, such approaches have tended to privilege the
perspective of caregivers, while rendering care receivers comparatively passive, as recipients of support structured by others’
mobility and resources.

Empirically, the paper examines transnational extended families situated between Russian-occupied or heavily war-affected
regions of Ukraine and Baltic region (Lithuania) as well as Nordic countries (Iceland, Sweden) following February 2022.
Building on critiques within the sociology of ageing and care (Weicht 2013), this paper shifts analytical attention toward older
people as subjects of care, endowed with their own moral frameworks, aspirations, and interpretations of what constitutes a
meaningful life. In doing so, it aligns with relational understandings of agency (Tronto 2013; Emirbayer & Mische 1998),
which conceptualize agency not as individual autonomy detached from social relations, but as embedded and negotiated
within interdependent networks of care.

The analysis contributes to debates on intergenerational ambivalence (Lüscher & Pillemer 1998) by foregrounding tensions
between protection, obligation, and respect for autonomy within extended families. Rather than interpreting care as emerging
primarily from deficit, decline, or vulnerability, the paper challenges needs-based frameworks by highlighting how older
people actively articulate preferences and life projects that may diverge from the protective logics of their kin. Through the
narratives of migrant family members, older relatives appear not only as vulnerable subjects, but as relational agents who
engage in everyday practices aimed at sustaining independence, continuity, and dignity--even under conditions widely framed
as existentially threatening.

In this sense, the paper resonates with and extends work on transnational ageing and “ageing in place” (e.g. King et al. 2017),
by demonstrating how place attachment acquires heightened significance in contexts of war. For many older individuals, the
home is not merely a site of risk, but also a locus of identity, memory, and emotional belonging. Their decisions to remain are
thus not reducible to immobility or incapacity, but should be understood as situated, meaningful choices embedded in
biographical trajectories and even political stance.



Transnational Engagements Among Ukrainian Refugees Residing in Norway Under
Temporary Protection 

Celine Borge 

NTNU 

This article examines the complexity of transnational practices among Ukrainian refugees residing in Norway, with particular
attention to how aspirations, resources, and refugee policies shape their transnationalism. Norway’s national legislation closely
aligns with the European Union’s Temporary Protection Directive (TPD), which has been applied to Ukrainian refugees since
the Russian invasion in 2022. This regime facilitates the management of large-scale refugee inflows while simultaneously
placing refugees in a state of legal uncertainty. While existing scholarship has highlighted how such legal liminality contributes
to vulnerability, less is known about how Ukrainian refugees navigate the TPD through concrete transnational practices.
Drawing on qualitative interviews with Ukrainians conducted in Norway in 2024 and 2025, we develop the core argument
that these practices have both instrumental and emotional dimensions, shaped in part by transnational networks and refugees’
aspirations, as well as institutional structures and policies in Ukraine, Norway, and other host countries. In doing so, we
identify specific elements of Norwegian and European temporary protection (TP) frameworks that enable and constrain
transnational opportunity structures.



Enhancing Labour Opportunities for Ukrainian Women in Rural Nordic
Communities  

Ulf Hansson 

Högskolan Dalarna 

Research has highlighted how Ukrainian refugee women have entered the labour market rapidly and are in many ways unique
and benefit from some favourable policies. The focus of this paper is therefore set on the labour market integration of
Ukrainian refugee women in three Nordic regions—Akureyri (Iceland), Dalarna (Sweden), and Lillehammer (Norway)—
following their displacement after Russia’s 2022 invasion of Ukraine. The empirical foundation of the paper are 25 in-depth
interviews with Ukrainian refugee women carried out in 2024-2025. There are also additional interviews with experts, learning
centres, civil society actors, and labour market institutions across the three municipalities. Based on a thematic analysis it was
possible to identify cross-country patterns and contextual differences. Although these three regions have a lot in common,
there are contrasts across countries with regards to barriers and enablers to successful labour market integration.

In this paper we identify the structural barriers these women face when entering local labour markets and assess the enablers
that facilitate successful integration, and derive comparative insights relevant for Nordic migration policy, equality strategies,
and regional development. Across all three regions, Ukrainian women enter the labour market rapidly but predominantly
through low-skilled jobs, despite many holding higher education degrees and extensive professional experience. Core
obstacles include lack of host-country language proficiency; difficulties with recognition of qualifications, especially in
regulated professions; and limited social networks in small communities with informal recruitment practices. The women’s
experiences also highlight pragmatic strategies, with many accepting any available job as an entry point while aspiring over
time to regain professional status. The women quickly pick up local references when changing jobs and aim to build their
own local professional network. The study also documents high motivation, adaptability, and a strong desire for economic
independence. Key enablers identified included amongst other things structured internships, subsidised placements, targeted
language training, and civil society involvement—particularly strong in Sweden—alongside municipal learning centres and
integration programmes in Norway and Iceland. Examples of good practices include Iceland’s Skólasmiðja programme
(which trains people for work in kindergartens and schools), ESF-funded initiatives in Sweden, and Norway’s structured
placement pathways.

This paper contributes to Nordic Migration Research by providing gender-specific, place-based evidence of refugee
integration in smaller regional labour markets. It also highlights the importance of coordinated institutional support, flexible
language and credential pathways, and network-building opportunities for refugee women.



From Protection to Precarity? Employment Trajectories of Ukrainians under
Temporary Protection in Finland 

Saara Koikkalainen 

University of Eastern Finland 

Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine in February 2022 has resulted in the largest displacement in recent European history. In
response, the European Union activated the Temporary Protection Directive (Directive 2001/55/EC), marking the first time the
principle of collective protection was applied. For those fleeing the war, the years under temporary protection have signified a
prolonged state of temporality, as it is still not clear if they are welcome to stay in their current host countries when the war
ends, should they wish to do so. This presentation is based on linked register data obtained from the Finnish Immigration
Service and Statistics Finland, which includes information on all Ukrainians who were granted temporary protection in
Finland from 2022 to 2024 (N = 70 462). It examines the kinds of labour market paths the Ukrainians have had so far in
Finland. Of those aged 18 or above (N= 53 401), 65% were women and 35% men. Among the Ukrainians of working age
(18-65 years), the share of those in employment has varied between 5 and 38 per cent in the monthly data, with most
employed individuals holding fixed‑term rather than permanent contracts. Employment has been concentrated in manual and
elementary occupations, such as cleaning, horticulture, food processing, and assisting agricultural labour. The presentation
highlights the precarity of the situation of the Ukrainian beneficiaries of temporary protection, whose transition to the Finnish
labour markets has been difficult.



Cultural Proximity as a Governmental Mechanism: Narrating Belonging in
Ukrainian and Syrian Refugee Experiences in the UK 

Anastasiia Soshenko 

University of Cambridge, Department of Sociology, MPhil in Political and Economic
Sociology 

This paper examines how “cultural proximity” operates not as a pre-existing similarity between groups, but as a governmental
mechanism that structures differential reception and belonging. Focusing on the United Kingdom, it compares the experiences
of Ukrainian refugees arriving under the Homes for Ukraine scheme (post-2022) and Syrian refugees arriving through asylum
routes (post-2015). Rather than treating these cases as a simple comparison of two groups, the paper uses them analytically
to trace how classificatory regimes become visible in lived experience and narrative.

The theoretical framework combines three strands. First, postcolonial and decolonial approaches (Achiume; Gutiérrez
Rodríguez; Favell) situate “proximity” within longer colonial logics that continue to shape differential inclusion within Europe.
Second, drawing on Michel Foucault, the paper conceptualises cultural proximity as part of a dispositif: a heterogeneous
assemblage of policies, discourses, institutions, and affective norms that sorts populations according to recognisability and
deservingness. This is further complemented by insights on differential protection and exclusion. Third, narrative theory
(Somers & Gibson; Squire et al.) is used to understand interviews not simply as accounts of experience, but as sites where
subjects interpret, reproduce, and sometimes subtly contest the categories imposed on them.

Methodologically, the study is based on qualitative interviews with Ukrainian and Syrian participants in the UK. The analysis
follows an abductive logic: theoretical concepts informed the research design while remaining open to inductive insights from
participants’ narratives. Particular attention is paid to how participants structure their accounts, including moral language,
comparison, and moments of uncertainty or closure. The analysis also reflects on temporality, recognising that retrospective
Syrian narratives (often several years after arrival) tend to produce coherence, while Ukrainian narratives, closer to the
moment of displacement, more often retain uncertainty and provisionality.

The findings show that cultural proximity operates through both institutional and everyday interactional contexts. Ukrainian
participants were more readily recognised within a shared moral and affective frame, encountering immediate sympathy and
social intelligibility. Syrian participants, by contrast, more often described interactions structured by suspicion, stereotyping,
and the need for self-explanation. However, across both groups, belonging remained partial and negotiated: even positive
encounters often required emotional labour, narrative performance, and adaptation to implicit expectations.

The paper contributes to Nordic Migration Research by offering a framework for understanding how differential reception is
produced not only through policy but through everyday meaning-making. It shifts the focus from comparing groups to
analysing the mechanisms through which proximity, belonging, and legitimacy are narratively produced within contemporary
migration regimes.



Encounters between front-line workers and Ukrainians displaced to Sweden by
Russia’s war: the role of affect and emotions in improving migration governance  

Oksana Shmulyar Gréen Shmulyar Gréen 

University of Gothenburg 

This paper examines how the focus on affect and emotions in studying everyday encounters between the street-level
bureaucrats (SLBs) and the Ukrainians displaced to Sweden by Russia’s war can contribute to better migration policy making
in the context when temporary protection becomes a default status for forcibly displaced population. The underlying
assumption guiding this inquiry is that for Ukrainians and other migrants, these encounters constitute their primary experience
of the receiving state. While SLBs enforce laws and regulations in line with their professional mandate, they also exercise
discretion — prioritising resources and structuring access to basic services.  Existing research recognises the structural
challenges and moral dilemmas SLBs face in their real-life interactions with migrants under temporary protection, including
resource scarcity and communication breakdowns. Less is known, however, about how affect and emotions mediate these
encounters and shape governance outcomes, which this paper has an ambition to address. Drawing on ongoing research
conducted within the Horizon Europe project MAGnituDe (Migration, Affective Geopolitics and European Democracy in
Times of Military Conflicts; GA 101178269), the paper  focuses on Sweden, combining the qualitative data from six semi-
structured expert interviews and three focus groups with street-level bureaucrats and civil society actors,  and 10 interviews
with Ukrainians living in Sweden under the temporary protection. The article integrates theoretical perspectives of affective
geopolitics, feminist methodologies and research on emotions in migration governance.  The analysis shows how affective
dimensions — including solidarity, exhaustion, and moral distress — structure frontline discretion and shape the quality of
migrants' encounters with the state, with implications for more responsive and humane policy design.



From Emergency to Integration: Governing the Reception of Ukrainian Forcibly
Displaced Persons in Latvia, 2022–2025 

Dmytro Mamaiev 

Lithuanian Centre for Social Sciences, Institute of Sociology 

Russia's full-scale invasion of Ukraine changed Latvia's migration landscape almost overnight, transforming a country with
historically restrictive TCNs policies and negligible asylum intake into a host state for nearly 50,000 FDPs. Latvia adopted a
dedicated instrument (the Law on Assistance to Ukrainian Civilians) that has been amended twenty-six times since March
2022. This paper examines how the multilevel governance of the massive influx in Latvia has shaped the reception and longer-
term integration of Ukrainian FDPs across three policy domains: housing, labour, and education.

The study is guided by two interrelated research questions. First, how are responsibilities distributed and coordinated across
national, municipal, and civil society actors in the implementation of temporary protection in Latvia? Second, what forms of
institutionalised precarity are produced by a protection regime that is simultaneously generous in scope and provisional in
duration?

Theoretically, the paper mobilises the concept of precarity (Paret and Gleeson, 2016) as its primary analytical frame, arguing
that the architecture of temporary protection, e.g. renewable permits, time-limited housing reimbursement (60 or 120 days
depending on municipal capacity), project-cycle-dependent language provision, produces a distinctive mode of governed
temporariness even where formal rights approximate those of citizens. This is complemented by a cultural capital lens
(Bourdieu, 1985) to examine the differential convertibility of Ukrainian qualifications in the Latvian labour market, where only
around one percent of working-age FDPs are employed in professions requiring formal recognition of prior credentials, while
approximately forty percent occupy lower-skilled positions. A transnational perspective (Levitt and Glick Schiller, 2004) is
employed to interpret the estimated one-third of Ukrainian children who remain outside the Latvian education system, possibly
participating in Ukrainian online schooling, and the ambiguous "settled but not settling" status resulting from three-year
renewable permits.

Methodologically, the paper combines desk research, statistical data from the State Revenue Service, Office of Citizenship
and Migration Affairs, and ministerial reports to the Cabinet of Ministers, with eight semi-structured expert interviews
conducted in Riga in May 2025 with street-level bureaucrats and civil society representatives working daily with Ukrainian
FDPs.

Preliminary findings indicate that Latvia's reception regime is characterised by effective inter-agency coordination in the acute
phase, particularly in housing allocation via the State Fire and Rescue Service, but by structural fragmentation as displacement
is prolonged. The challenges of discontinuous language provision, saturated low-skilled employment niches, and uneven
municipal capacity jointly produce a ceiling on upward mobility.

The paper contributes to Nordic Migration Research by bringing a Baltic case into conversation with Nordic scholarship on
welfare-state responses to displacement. The case of Latvia demonstrates how a small, historically non-immigration state
negotiates the tension between rapid protection and long-term integration under conditions of open-ended geopolitical
uncertainty.



How do Ukrainian refugees aged 55 and over learn to navigate under the EU
Temporary Protection Directive in Sweden? 

Maryna Slonenko 

Stockholm university 

I am a first year PhD student and my project is planned as a narrative inquiry, based on the biographical narrative
interviews with Ukrainians aged 55 and over living in Sweden under the he EU Temporary Protection Directive
(TPD). 

While this study focuses on individuals aged 55 and up, this chronological age also reflects the conventional
understanding of pre-retirement age in Ukrainian society. The definition of "working age" in Ukraine today varies,
ranging from 16 to 54 years for women, and 16 to 59 years for men: this range signifies society's view on the
transition age when an individual may begin to qualify for social assistance due to aging. 

Ethical approval has already been obtained, and data collection has begun. The research design is planned as a two-
wave study: the first round of data collection is being conducted at a moment when participants know that
protection has been extended for one more year (spring 2026), and a second round is planned approximately one
year later with the same participants (spring 2027).

Drawing on the concept of biographical learning and a life-course perspective, this project asks: How does the TPD
affect the everyday lives of older Ukrainian refugees in Sweden? How do they create meaning around their lives
while navigating temporary protection? How do they learn to cope with living under these temporary conditions over
time? And how do they perceive themselves within new social contexts in Sweden?

Although the term “refugees” is used throughout my project, it is important to note that people fleeing Ukraine
because of Russian invasion 2022 do not fall under the refugee definition of the 1951 Geneva Convention, which
makes their legal status both unique, politically contested, and thus important for discussion.

Research on older refugees has often focused on health-related concerns and on their role as recipients of care.
While these perspectives are important, they can risk presenting older refugees as passive and dependent. The
preliminary analytical approach is narrative analysis, and in this study I seek to contribute to migration and
narrative research by shifting attention to narratives of learning, meaning-making, and agency in later life.

In the context of Nordic migration research, this project is relevant because it examines not only the lived
consequences of temporary protection in the Swedish context, but also the ethical challenge of how older displaced
people are framed in research. How can their stories be presented in ways that do not reinforce othering,
vulnerabilisation, and broader deficit-based discourses?



Declining empathy or persisting preferential treatment? Exploring responses to
Ukrainian refugees in Germany since 2022 

Romila Detering 

Johns Hopkins University 

In 2015, German Chancellor Angela Merkel gave a global boost to Willkommenskultur, or “welcoming culture,” with her
televised promise of allowing over one million refugees and asylum seekers into Germany, most of them fleeing the
Syrian Civil War. In the years that followed, German citizens became increasingly divided about Merkel’s policies as rising
anti-migrant sentiment, grounded primarily in racialized and anti-Muslim stereotypes, amplified far-right parties like Alternative
für Deutschland. But in 2022, Willkommenskultur returned to public discourse in a markedly different form. Within less than
a year of Putin’s invasion of Ukraine, the German government took in more than 1 million Ukrainian migrants, increasing the
Ukrainian population in Germany from about 150,000 in 2021 to roughly 1,150,000 by the end of 2022.   

This study explores how Ukrainian migrants, most of whom come from Christian and Caucasian
backgrounds, have reshaped existing debates within Germany about Willkommenskultur.  Scholars have written
about preferential EU treatment for Ukrainians on racial and religious grounds, but we wish to explore
how Willkommenskultur debates have shifted in Germany as the war has continued into its fifth year. Drawing on 45 semi-
structured interviews conducted with German journalists, social workers, politicians, educators, and municipal officials
in Berlin and Bielefeld (North Rhine-Westphalia), our findings illustrate a pattern of continuing preferential treatment
towards some Ukrainians. Many educators in our study described Ukrainians as possessing more robust educational
backgrounds and a stronger foundation in German-learning than their non-European counterparts, and most of our
interviewees likewise described German learning as central to integration in Germany. A number of municipal administrators
likewise reported that local schools preferred to admit Ukrainian migrants over migrants from Middle Eastern backgrounds,
even if their ability to control this was limited. Similarly, interviewees reported that non-Ukrainian refugees in nearby
regions were displaced in 2022 from their Zentrale Unterbringungseinrichtungen (temporary refugee housing) to make room
for the arrival of Ukrainian refugees. 

We argue, however, that while perceived as well as real instances of preferential treatment may continue in parts of Germany,
the collective response to Ukrainians in Germany appears to fracturing as resources and empathy
decline. Interviewees invoked anti-migration gestures by incoming chancellor Friedrich Merz, as well as a decline in voluntary
donations to refugee-facing NGOs as the cost of living in Germany soars. The reasons for
decreases in Willkommenskultur after 2015 and after 2022, we argue, seem different: while the
first decline appeared driven primarily by racialized and religiously inflected public concerns, the second appears to
currently be couched more in terms of economic struggle. Right-wing media, meanwhile, has played a significant role in both
the 2015 and 2022 shifts. This study contributes to existing scholarship on the rise of anti-migrant policies in northern
Europe.  In the words on one high-level German coordinator of a federal migrant work agency,
“We don't necessarily possess the ‘welcome culture’ that we sometimes like to claim as our own” (“Wir haben nicht
unbedingt die Willkommenskultur, die wir uns manchmal so auf die Fahne schreiben.”). 
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