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Abstract

The nuclear family, consisting of children, mother and father, is often the
primary unit of analysis in migration studies. However, this approach has
been criticised for its normative context. More recently, scholars have
emphasized the relational perspective and multi-layered family ties when
debating the notion of family. Based on qualitative anthropological research
in Western Ukraine and in the Czech Republic, this article adopts this ap-
proach by focusing on how the family practices of young Ukrainians (aged
15-16 at the time of migration) challenge the nuclear family framework.
These young people are the first migrants from their nuclear families in
the Czech Republic, while their parents have remained in Ukraine. The
text focuses on the financial support, emotional support, and practical
assistance provided to them by their relatives, demonstrating that parents
were still important in all three categories, while cousins were significant
in providing emotional support and practical assistance.
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Introduction

Historically, the Ukrainian family has been shaped by many social,
political, and economic factors. For example, the urbanization process
in the 1970s reduced the originally extended family ties of Ukrainian
families in the western part of Ukraine (Burlaka et al. 2018). Further-
more, inappropriate Soviet household policy forced many Ukrainians
to live in small, urban flats in an intergenerational co-residency system
consisting of two or three generations in the same unit. After the dis-
solution of the Soviet Union (1991), the social and economic situation
in independent Ukraine did not lead to the abandonment of the inter-
generational co-residency system, and Ukrainian families became even
more vulnerable due to the increasing age of marriages, lower fertility
rates (Vseukrajinskyj perepys naselennja 2011), and higher divorce rates
(Tolstokorova 2009). This is an example of how the Ukrainian family
has changed historically. Despite these changes, scholars often analyti-
cally focus on the Ukrainian nuclear family as a bounded unit, and the
influence of the intergenerational co-residency system or the continuing
importance of extended family ties is less stressed (Burlaka et al. 2018;
Hosnedlova — Stanek 2014; Khrenova — Burrell 2021; Mandebura 2018;
Nour 2002; Slusar 2007). However, the family ties of Ukrainians may
be “unbounded” from the “nuclearity” of the family. In this article, the
nuclear family is understood as the classic sociological unit consisting
of mother, father, and children. It is important to note that the nuclear
family is generally preferred by scholars, as it is commonly used in official
statistics and quantitative studies.

A more inclusive understanding of family is needed to “unbound” the
nuclear family ties. In this regard, young people in particular may pro-
vide this perspective (Montero-Sieburth et al. 2021) by referring to the
multireferentiality of their family ties (Merla et al. 2021). Young people
often find it complicated to incline towards the rigid structure of the
nuclear family because for them, living in the same residence as others
is not the same as “living with” them. Moreover, they may criticize the
boundedness of the conventional nuclear family structure because they
may perceive life in a more socially non-conforming way than adults. This
is related to the bottom-up perspective that shapes traditional nuclear
family norms and reveals the variabilities and relationality of family re-
lationships based on individual subjectivity. Therefore, the objective of
this study is to explore how family practices in migration, based on the
bottom-up perspective, reshape the traditional meaning of the nuclear
family by highlighting the relevance of family practices to relatives be-
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yond the nuclear unit. To achieve this objective, the article emphasizes
the relational, subjectively important ties to non-nuclear family members
of young participants from Ukraine studying in the Czech Republic.
It is worth mentioning that the participants are the first migrants from
their nuclear family in the Czech Republic while their parents decided
to stay in Ukraine, and that family reunification, as guaranteed by the
European Convention on Human Rights in the European Union, does not
apply to parents. This family arrangement means the young participants
could not rely solely on parental support during their migration process
(or could only do so transnationally), and some referred to practices
involving extended family members who live in the Czech Republic or
in other countries of the European Union. This article contributes to
studies discussing the decentralization of the traditional nuclear fam-
ily framework in the migration process. It is necessary to note that the
research was completed in 2021, a year before the full-fledged Russian
invasion of Ukraine, and the data do not cover the war-torn situation.

Ukrainian migration to the Czech Republic is widely debated. Prior
to the Russian invasion in 2022, scholars primarily focussed on labour
migration (also termed economic migration) from Ukraine, discussing the
position of Ukrainian migrants in the Czech labour market (Drbohlav et
al. 2015), particularly on construction sites, in hotels, and in restaurants
(Malynovska 2008). Research also addressed their integration in the
Czech Republic, with an emphasis on working conditions and accom-
modation (Drbohlav et al. 2008; Schebelle — Kubat 2017). Some authors
explored their irregular position in the labour market (Cermakové
2008; Rumpik 2015) or the mismatch between their education and em-
ployment (Leontiyeva 2014). Others focused on student migration and
transnational ties (Ezzeddine 2019; Jirka — Leontiyeva 2022). While
Ukrainians prior to the invasion mainly arrived from Zakarpattia Oblast
(Uherek et al. 2008), recent studies have examined Ukrainian refugees
fleeing from various parts of the country (Novotny — Drbohlav — Levova
2023; Racko — Mikulcova 2024). According to these studies, the focus
on young Ukrainian migrants and their family ties has generally been
underrepresented, which makes this article relevant. Furthermore, even
studies which do reflect family ties analytically emphasize the bounded
nuclear family.

The following sections review theoretical implications, the method-
ology of the study, and its findings. The theoretical section introduces
non-traditional approaches to studying the family. This is followed by
the methodology and findings.
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A relational approach to the study of the Ukrainian family

As a framework, the nuclear family is challenged by approaches focussing
on the variability of family relationships. The first such approach centres on
the study of a complex range of relationships, including nuclear family ties.
In this respect, the nuclear family is considered, but extended family ties are
at the centre of the debate (Merla et al. 2021). The second approach suggests
studying family practices within a broader set of practices. Specific points of
departure at a specific time and in a specific space, such as for employment,
are analysed, and the focus is on life trajectories, to decentre the notion of the
nuclear family (Morgan 2011). The third approach elaborates on the culturally-
defined configuration of the family, but its application could convey the petri-
fication of cultural models which might not explain real relationships (ibid.).
To avoid such petrification, it is necessary to study the bottom-up perspective,
family practices, and social actions in order to recognize not just how cultural
conditions change, shape, or fulfill (nuclear) family ties, but also how (or if)
individual experiences and actions do not necessarily correspond to cultural
conditions at all (Montero-Sieburth et al. 2021).

The term “family practices”, important to this article, has already been men-
tioned, but this notion requires further clarification. Family practices, primarily
related to the second approach mentioned above, refer to actions by which
people affect their family members (Morgan 2011). Family practices can be
linked to the concept of social networks as developed by Louise Ryan (2023).
She discusses how social ties help migrants adjust to a new environment, such
as finding a place to live, or overcoming barriers through the advice, informa-
tion, and practical support from their family members. As stated by Morgan
(2011) and Smart (2007), family practices are based on interactions and con-
nections, and what is important is “to whom” the practices are directed and in
what way (talking in person, gifts, calls, contact through the internet or social
media), because engaging in these interactions and connections is a certain af-
firmation of the strength (or weakness) of a particular affiliation (Morgan 2011).
This is also linked to caring (Nedelcu — Wyss 2016). Family practices allow us
to explore specific forms of belonging and intimacy (Montero-Sieburth et al.
2021) and they help us to understand specific affiliations (Holdsworth 2013).

The notion of family practices may also benefit from transnational studies.
Scholars debating such ties which cross national borders refer to the concept
of transnational family, when family members are dispersed across different
countries but maintain mutual bonds. Peggy Levitt and Nina Glick-Schiller
(2004) discuss the “ways of being” and “ways of belonging” within transna-
tional families. The former refers to the social relations and practices ascribed
to individuals, while the later pertains to their subjective identification, relating
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to their actions toward and awareness of other family members. Therefore,
the latter is closely associated with family practices and touches upon the
variety of ways in which individuals establish relational ties with specific fam-
ily members (Bryceson — Vuorela 2002), leading to dynamic social entangle-
ments (Cienfuegos-Illanes — Brandhorst 2023). However, authors discussing
the Ukrainian family, even in its transnational form, often analytically stress
the pre-set normative framework of the nuclear family (Hosnedlova — Stanek,
2014; Khrenova — Burrell 2021; Nesporova — Kucharova 2009; Nour 2002;
Slusar 2007), even as they are also aware of family practices toward non-nuclear
family members. Nevertheless, the variability or the role of family practices in
reshaping nuclear family ties are not usually discussed. By using this frame-
work, it is not possible to comprehend affiliations with different non-nuclear
family members based on choice and subjectivity (Huijsmans 2011; 2017).
Thus, the analysis in this article discusses the family practices of young Ukrain-
ian participants with different family members in a specific situation, using
a bottom-up perspective to highlight the impact of their various relatives on
their migration trajectories.

Methodology

This research focuses on participants who migrated from Ukraine to the
Czech Republic and who study at a high school in Unicov, a smaller town.
There were two main criteria for selecting the participants. First, the par-
ticipants had to be enrolled in this high school in Unicov, as it represents
a unique destination. Second, the participants had to be from Western
Ukraine (Rivne Oblast) due to its distinct social and economic milieu, which
is different from other parts of Ukraine. However, two of the interviewed
participants were from Central Ukraine (Zhytomyr Oblast). While the first
selection criterion was crucial for this article, the second was less significant,
though it remains important to the overall research. The selection of the
participants did not primarily target young participants without nuclear
family members in the Czech Republic; separation from their parents was
common among other foreigners studying at the high school in Unicov.
Ukrainian parents can afford to send their descendants abroad while still
maintaining their own livelihoods in Ukraine. The majority of young par-
ticipants had long term visas for the purpose of study, but the research also
included two former students of the high school in Unic¢ov with employee
status. The interviews were conducted from 2015 to 2021. The reason for
the long duration of the research was the intention to expand the sample,
since the participants enrolled as students gradually over the years. In total,
19 interviews with young Ukrainians were conducted.
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The long duration of the research impacted the data consistency and
analysis. First, the COVID-19 pandemic was a significant breaking point
for the participants. The pandemic led to online education, and some
participants returned to Ukraine to study remotely. This negatively af-
fected three participants, who never finished their studies and remained
in Ukraine. Second, the interviews were influenced by the war in Eastern
Ukraine (since 2014), as participants expressed nationalistic sentiments in
their narratives. Third, a significant milestone was the establishment of the
visa-free regime for Ukrainians (since 2017), which allowed visa-free entry
and a stay of up to 90 days in the Czech Republic, making travel between
Ukraine and the Czech Republic much easier.

Nine young participants were interviewed in the Czech Republic, spe-
cifically in Unic¢ov and Brno. Five interviews with young Ukrainians were
conducted in the Rivne Oblast during the summer holidays. Conducting
the interviews in Ukraine was not required, but for the author and some
participants it was less demanding to conduct the interviews in the Rivne
Oblast as both they and the author typically spent July and August there.
During the interviews in the Rivne Oblast it was possible to observe the
households in which the participants had lived before migrating to the Czech
Republic. Moreover, it was possible to speak with their parents, but they were
not included as participants for this article. While the parental perspective
is relevant, it could be viewed as external and adult-centric. Therefore, the
decision was to focus only on the perspectives of the young participants.

Additional interviews were conducted with participants from specific
institutions. Three teachers from the high school in Unicov were interviewed
and one interview was also conducted with the head of the Czech diasporic
associations in the Rivne Oblast. Interviews with such representatives served
to help us understand the context of the participants’ migration trajectories,
including their family ties. For example, the school representatives provided
their interpretations of how the participants performed in the high school.
The average interview lasted 60 minutes per person and all participants,
both the young Ukrainians and the organizational representatives, were
interviewed only once.

The location of the interviews with the young Ukrainians depended on
the participants’ preferences. The interviews were usually held in cafés,
both in Ukraine and in the Czech Republic, as well as in the high school in
Unicov with the teachers’ permission. Most participants were interviewed
face-to-face, but interviews with teachers (with one exception) were con-
ducted online due to their time constraints. The places selected for the
interviews were typically calm and quiet, as Unic¢ov and the participants’
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towns of origin are small, quiet towns. However, some interviews were
interrupted by waiters or phone calls.

The young participants were recruited through the author’s contacts with
Czech diasporic associations in Western Ukraine. The head of one of these
associations provided the phone numbers of two students attending high
school in Unicov, who then shared the names and Facebook contact details
of other potential participants. This is a classic example of the snowball
method. Afterward, the author reached out to these participants via Mes-
senger to arrange interviews. In some cases, the author himself searched
for participants directly on Facebook and contacted them via Messenger.

Qualitative methodology is well-suited to studying the bottom-up perspec-
tive, due to its validity. The method used was a semi-structured interview, as
the pre-set questions, along with additional questions asked in the context
of the interview, could explore the subjectivities and meanings of the fam-
ily practices described (Montero-Sieburth et al. 2021). The interviews could
therefore reveal the dynamic, contextual, identificational aspects of the fam-
ily practices reported, as well as the emotions and intimacies involved. This
method enables the understanding of participants’ attitudes and relations
with different family members (ibid.). Importantly for this article, some
authors have discussed that such interviews are influenced by cultural and
social conventions (Atkinson 2005). The same set of questions was used for
each young participant, with differences only in the supplementary questions,
which were based on the context of each interview. The author chose this
approach to ensure that the responses would be easier to code and analyze.
All of these participants were asked about their decisions to migrate, their
arrival, and their adaptation in the Czech Republic, followed by questions
on whether they had any relatives who might have assisted them in the Czech
Republic or in the European Union after their arrival, and questions on their
financial, emotional, and practical ties to their nuclear family members, other
relatives, and friends in the Czech Republic or in the European Union. These
ties are shown in Table 1 (along with the characteristics of the participants).
The participants were also asked about their everyday situations in school
and leisure activities. It was important to explore which kinds of family ties
to specific family members were subjectively significant to the participants
(and why) during their migration.

The ethical principles of informed consent and personal privacy were
adopted. Participants had the right to withdraw from the research; their
names were replaced by pseudonyms; specific Oblasts in Ukraine were
referenced instead of the participants’ towns of origin to protect their
privacy; and the material was used only for the purposes of the research.
Informed consent was signed by participants over the age of 18 at the time
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of the research. Interviewing young people under the age of 18 was ethi-
cally problematic, and in these cases, it was the parents who signed their
informed consent to the research on behalf of the young participants.
This is in accordance with Czech legislation. Regarding the European
Convention on Human Rights, the participants have the right to conceal
the particularities of their family and private life.

The interviews were transcribed and saved in the author’s archive. The
author assigned codes to identify topics useful for analysis. Some informa-
tion was gathered through short conversations with the participants before
or after the interviews, and this information was recorded in the field diary.
The author spent one month in Unicov to get acquainted with the local
environment. Although the interviews were conducted in Czech, the author
is fluent in the Ukrainian language, and this reduced misunderstandings.
The participants’ Czech language proficiency varied.

The author is Czech by nationality, but he had previously conducted
research on Czech diasporic associations in Western Ukraine, where he
established contact with the first participants. It is worth mentioning that,
as an academician, while the participants were students in high school,
he was generally seen as person with high social status. As a result, some
participants were shy and less talkative, while others spoke politely.

Participant Da.te of Gender t?r%l?: itf Non-nuclear fa{nily members in. the
birth . . Czech Republic/European Union
interview
Ivan 1995 Male 23 -

Albina 1996 | Female 19 Cousin in Austria
Julia 1996 | Female 17 -

Lera 1996 | Female 17 -
Elena 1997 | Female 18 -

Nikolaj 1997 | Male 17 Cousin in the Czech Republic
Valerie 1998 | Female 15 Grandfather in the Czech Republic

Alexander | 2000 | Male 17 Uncle in the Czech Republic,
cousins in Poland
Jana 2000 | Female 18 Uncle in the Czech Republic

Viktoria 2001 | Female 16 Cousin in the Czech Republic
Anna 2001 | Female 16 -

Lara 2001 | Female 18 -

Evdokia 2000 | Female 19 Cousin in the Czech Republic
Vasyl 2002 | Male 19 Aunt the Czech Republic
Denys 2000 | Male 21 -

Olena 2003 | Female 18 -
Vladyslav | 2002 | Male 19 Aunt in the Czech Republic
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Jaroslava

2004 |Female 17 -

Emma

2002 |Female 19

Cousin in the Czech Republic

Table 1 Non-nuclear participants’ family members in the Czech Re-
public/European Union. Listed by recording date. Source: author.

Name |Parental working status (F — father, M — mother) Where'
parents live
Worker on construction site (F), translator and
Lera . France
private teacher of Czech language (M)
. Worker on construction site (F), translator and
Julja . France
private teacher of Czech language (M)
Valeria Do?s not take care about her - divorced (F), Ukraine
mailman (M)
Albina Doct-or - stoma'tol(?gls.t (F), doctor — senior Ukraine
official in state institution (M)
Elena Engineer in a pr1\.rate company in Poland (F), Ukraine
lower-ranked policeman (M)
Nikolaj O.wners of restaurant (F-M), also entrepreneur Ukraine
with meat (F)
Alexander Entrepreneur with cars, windows etc. (F), official Ukraine
in passport office (M)
Viktoria Lo.cal director of Ministry of Education and Ukraine
Science (F), bank accountant (M)
Anna Entrepreneurs (F-M) Ukraine
Ivan Ent.reprcneur (M), does not take care about him Ukraine
— divorce (F)
In Great Britain, without work (M), does not take .
Jana . Ukraine
care about her — divorced (F)
Lara Truck driver (F), entrepreneur (M) Ukraine
Evdokia | Janitor (F), accountant in a school (M) Ukraine
Vasyl Entrepreneurs (F-M) Ukraine
Denis Owners of a restaurant (F-M) Ukraine
Olena Owners of a res.taurant (F-M), also worked as Ukraine
entrepreneur with meat (F)
Vladyslav | Teacher (F), entrepreneur (M) Russia
Jaroslava | Pensioner (F), accountant (M) Ukraine
Emma Entrepreneurs (F-M) Ukraine

Table 2 Parental working status. Source: author.
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Table 1 shows that 10 participants had non-nuclear family members in
the Czech Republic or in the European Union (Austria, Poland). Partici-
pants without any non-nuclear family members abroad were not directly
excluded from the analysis; the interviews with them served to study family
practices related to their parents. Table 2 presents the participants’ parents’
professions, providing insight into the social and economic background
of the participants.

The relevance of the nuclear family

It should be emphasized that the participants in this research stressed
the importance of nuclear family ties. The influence of their nuclear fam-
ily was crucial at the beginning of their migration process. While some
participants expressed their own intentions to migrate and others were
encouraged by their parents to study abroad, their migration would never
have been realized without parental involvement. At the Czech Embassy in
Lviv, their parents applied for the long-term visas the children needed for
the purpose of studying and had to show sufficient finances in their bank
accounts (a visa policy requirement meant to guarantee financial support
for the initial months of their children’s stay in the Czech Republic), as
well as arranging their children’s accommodation in Unicov. The specific
motives for migration among the participants included the desire to explore
a new environment, to live in an economically-developed country, or to
obtain a high-quality education abroad. Economic disparities between the
countries were also an important factor.

After migration, mainly due to the separation from their parents, the
participants realized the extent of their parents’ self-denial in supporting
their education abroad. This was evident, as the parents monthly sent reverse
remittances to the participants in the Czech Republic, which worsened
their parents’ financial situations back home. The participants’ realization
of this parental self-denial changed their relationships, and the participants
underlined that their ties towards their parents became more positive.
Some also stated that they had wanted to leave their parental home before
migrating to the Czech Republic, as they no longer wanted to follow their
parents’ rules. However, they also noted that this feeling now belonged
to the past. The participants looked forward to the summer or Christmas
holidays to visit their parents in Ukraine. Their parents were usually men-
tioned as the main driver for why the participants visited their hometowns.
In turn, separation from their parents contributed to the development of
the participants’ personal independence, as they had to negotiate with
Czech institutions and learned how to manage their basic needs in the host
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country without their parents’ physical presence. As these family practices
show, their parents played a crucial role for the participants, especially
when considering that the nuclear family is regarded as the most-trusted
institution for Ukrainians (Diuk 2012; Kostenko 2021). Nevertheless, their
claimed ties to non-nuclear family members also underscore the importance
of these relations in the migration process.

Financial support

The participants were financially supported by their parents, who sent
them reverse remittances each month. These remittances covered basic
living expenses such as accommodation and food, but the participants
worked part-time jobs to secure additional financial resources. A better
living standard is enabled by such earnings from their part-time jobs:

“I have money. I can afford something more, more food or other
things, but I work from six in the morning until eleven at night, and
I get home at midnight.” (“Jana”, 27 September 2018, Unicov)

The average amount of reverse remittances was 200 euro per month, but
this amount later increased to 250-300 euro. As participant “Alexander”
mentioned, the lower cost of living in the Czech Republic made it affordable
for parents in Ukraine to support their children there. Some participants’
parents had well-paid jobs, while others held worse-paid jobs, and this
created social inequalities among the participants. However, all remained
financially dependent on their parents and the nuclear family was still
significant in that regard.

Only one participant mentioned financial support from a non-nuclear
family member. “Lara” referred to her 55-year-old grandfather who had been
living in the Czech Republic before her arrival and provided her financial
support during her studies in Unicov. “Lara’s” parents are divorced, her
father does not take care of her, and her mother had a poorly paid job as
a postal worker. The financial assistance from her grandfather was crucial.
“Lara” did not even know her grandfather personally, the financial support
he provided was organized by her mother. “Lara” also remembered that
her grandfather used to supported her mother financially (or through gifts)
when he would occasionally return to Ukraine for a few days. However,
this form of support was exceptional among the participants. Others did
not mention any similar help from their non-nuclear relatives. Therefore,
financial family practices were primarily associated with parents and not
with non-nuclear family members.
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Emotional support

The participants were in transnational contact with their parents on
a daily basis. They used social media platforms such as Viber, WhatsApp,
Telegram, and Facebook, as well as traditional phone calls, to communicate
with their parents. Participants were mainly asked by their parents about
their living situation in the Czech Republic:

“Mother calls me every five minutes after school. I finish [school] at
two, and my mother calls me: ‘What are you doing now? And what
will you eat? And what are you doing this evening?”” (“Jaroslava”,
17 November 2021, Unicov)

This mutual transnational contact generated social affection and emo-
tions, and the frequency of communication also reflected a form of parental
care. Although the participants acknowledged that calls could not replace
physical contact, they also noted that video calls, due to the face-to-face
engagement, enabled them to feel close to their parents. Therefore, ties to
the nuclear family were intense, and these family practices reflected signs
of care.

According to the participants, non-nuclear family members, particularly
cousins, also provided them emotional support. “Nikolaj” had a close
relationship with his cousin, despite their living in different towns in the
host country:

“We have known each other very well since we were two years old,
you know? We just did stupid things together. We are together when
I visit him and when he visits me. This is good for us.” (“Nikolaj”,
26 July 2014, Rivne Oblast)

“Evdokia” also described receiving emotional support from her cousin:
“She did not laugh when I tried to speak |Czech)], she supported me, as did the
teachers.” (“Evdokia”, 27 March 2019, Unic¢ov) Cousins were also supportive
at the beginning of participants’ arrival in Unicov: “We were often together.
We studied together, asked people things on the streets, tried to get to know something
new, and she was helpful.” (“Viktoria”, 18 August 2017, Uni¢ov) Therefore,
cousins also contributed emotional support to the participants, although
parental affections seemed to be more significant. It is worth noting that
emotional support cannot be strictly distinguished from practical assistance;
the difference is more analytical. To sum up, emotional family practices
stemmed from the parents, but cousins were also involved in these practices.
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Practical assistance

This category means participants more likely emphasized practical sup-
port over emotional support when describing such aid. Practical assistance
means non-financial help, such as providing accommodation, information,
material aid, or help with school-related activities. Parental roles were also
decisive in this regard, with participants mentioning their parents’ involve-
ment in arranging accommodation in Unicov or obtaining visas in Lviv.
Participants also noted their parents accompanied them and spent the
first one or two weeks after the participants’ arrival in Uni¢ov with them
to make the transition easier. While this list of parental assistance is far
from complete, attention should now be paid to the role of non-nuclear
family members.

Regarding such family members, “Alexander” noted that these ties could
have even influenced his choice of a destination:

“There was a possibility that I would go to Poland. This could have
been an even more logical opportunity because I have family there.
I have two cousins there on my mother’s side.” (“Alexander”, 18
August 2017, Unicov)

A similar sentiment was expressed by “Albina”: “I could study in Vienna.
I have a nice [second] cousin [in Vienna], and she is actually the daughter of my
mother’s cousin.” (Albina, 23 February 2015, Unicov)

Although their expectations were never tested, “Alexander” and “Albina”
expected their cousins could provide accommodation and practical help
with settling, making their potential impact on these participants’ migration
trajectories noteworthy. Furthermore, the affiliation with them was based
on close family practices. This was also demonstrated in the participants’
statements that they frequently communicated with their cousins through

1 The participants originally used the term “sisters” instead of cousins. These
“sisters” are non-nuclear relatives, and understanding this requires considering
it within the context of the Ukrainian kinship system. In the case of the first
participant, his “sisters” are the daughters of his mother’s sister and in English
terminology would be classified as cousins. For the second participant, her
“sister” is the daughter of her mother’s cousin and in English terminology
would be referred to as a second cousin. In the Ukrainian language these
relatives are referred as “dvojuridna sestra/dvojuridnyj brat” (cousin) and
“trojuridna sestra/trojuridnyj brat” (second cousin). While “sestra” translates
as “sister” and “brat” as “brother”, in the Ukrainian kinship system these terms
refer to both siblings and cousins. These are cultural implications based on
the Ukrainian kinship system.
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social media, primarily to receive advice and information, and that they
often visited each other. However, the participants further stated that such
close family practices between cousins are not unequivocally common
in Ukraine, as they depend on specific family ties. The cohesiveness and
proximity of ties among cousins could vary considerably, therefore. Also,
changes over time were important. “Evdokia” was persuaded by a cousin
to migrate to the Czech Republic, but over time their mutual ties soured
and they lost contact with each other. Although “Evdokia” mentioned that
she arrived in the Czech Republic as a “family member” and that she com-
municated with her cousin “frequently as family members” (“Evdokia”, 27
March 2019, Unicov), their ties deteriorated. Before this shift, her cousin
had provided her useful information about a Czech-language teacher in
Ukraine (prior to her migration), about the living conditions in Unicov,
and about possible accommodation in the town. Living together was
not an option, as the cousin already shared an apartment with a friend.
Similarly, “Viktoria” migrated to the Czech Republic with a cousin and
they lived together in the same flat, doing their homework and cooking
together. However, the relationship soured due to personal differences,
and “Viktoria” specified the reasons:

“She is good friends with a girl from Moldova. This Moldovan girl
lives alone and my sister is often with her. They are also together in
one class. And she [the cousin] is just different from me. She wants
to — I guess she does not think about the future. She is a person who
lives from day to day. And I am — I do not like it, and to be honest,
it annoys me.” (“Viktoria”, 18 August 2017, Unicov)

That cousin later returned to Ukraine due to homesickness. These ci-
tations illustrate the migration experiences and the practical assistance
available to the participants from family during the migration process.
The negative shift in their ties does not invalidate the claim. The closeness
among cousins also has cultural roots. Although cultural norms should
not serve as the sole explanation, such closeness was likely due to the ex-
tended family ties which remain important in Western Ukraine. However,
the confirmation of this proximity depends on the bottom-up perspective,
subjectivity, and family practices.

Some participants also encountered their aunts and uncles in the Czech
Republic, but contacts with them remained weak in terms of practical as-
sistance and emotional support. “Vasyl” referred to his aunt who owned
a hotel in a small village near Unicov. He said this aunt once provided him
accommodation during the summer holidays but was unable to offer him
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lodging during the whole school year, so he had to pay for a dormitory in
Unicov. Other participants also mentioned their uncles and aunts in even
less significant ways. “Alexander” did not even know, prior to moving there,
that his uncle was living in the Czech Republic. After he arrived in Unicov,
he visited his uncle in the South Bohemian Region. This was a one-time
visit, solely for the purpose of getting to know each other:

“I only realized [that my uncle is in the Czech Republic| in the
second month after my arrival. My grandmother said my uncle is in
Ceské Budéjovice. After two weeks I visited him and saw him for the
Jfirst time in my life. I just wanted to get to know him.” (“Alexander”,
18 August 2017, Unicov)

As this participant further explained, he refused offers of help from his
uncle. “Jana” also had an uncle in Prague and mentioned that he allowed
her to sleep in his flat a couple of times, but they did not maintain signifi-
cant contact.

Discussion and conclusion

The findings show that the participants acknowledged the importance of
their nuclear family, but they also referred to family practices with cousins
during their migration. The findings explored the significant roles of cousins
in providing emotional support and practical (non-financial) assistance,
while parents provided financial and emotional support, as well as practi-
cal help (Table 3). However, the importance of the emotional ties to and
practical assistance from the cousins suggests that these ties challenge the
exclusive focus of research on the nuclear family, as is traditional. This
focus emphasizes the intimate, close ties among nuclear family members
(Khrenova — Burell 2021), but intimacy and closeness in family should not
be limited to bounded nuclear families, as ties with other relatives can be
equally, or even more, significant. An analytical focus on the nuclear fam-
ily in migration might therefore be challenged by the significance of non-
nuclear family ties, as explored in this article in the context of participants
from Ukraine. Overall, it is necessary to adopt a bottom-up perspective,
based on subjectivity and identification, to explore the significance of family
practices involving other relatives if such practices exist (Montero-Sieburth
et al. 2021). While these ties are also influenced by cultural conditions,
cultural traits should not be taken for granted, as they are based on bottom-
up practices rather than cultural classification within the kinship system.
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. Financial Emotional . .
Relatives Practical assistance
support support
Nuclear family + + ¥
Cousins - + +
Aunts/Uncles - - +

Table 3 The relevance of family ties (+ applicable; - non-applicable).
Source: author.

This research has several limitations. First, although this study focussed
on family practices, ties to non-related peers were also relevant for the mi-
gration process (ibid.). Peers in this study were found to be particularly
supportive to the participants in areas such as finding accommodation,
overcoming visa restrictions, and translating, thanks to their shared ex-
periences (Robila — Taylor 2004). However, they were excluded from the
analysis as they were not family members. Participants’ partners were also
omitted. Second, most participants were from a small town in Western
Ukraine, and Ukrainians from larger cities, such as Kyiv, may have had
different experiences. The nuclearization of families may have advanced
further in larger cities than it has in smaller towns, where more traditional
understandings of family still prevail. Third, while the geographical and
linguistic closeness between Ukrainians and Czechs also influenced partici-
pants’ decisions about migration, this factor was not analysed in the study.
Fourth, only half of the participants in the sample had extended family
members in the Czech Republic or the European Union, which limited this
study, although the strength of this article does not lie in numbers, but in
admitting the possibility that non-nuclear family members are important
to Ukrainian migrants.

Research on the family is essential for understanding social processes.
This is not just important for academic purposes, but also for governments
and for migration management. However, the state-centric view often pri-
oritizes the nuclear family.

May 2025
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