3akapnarceKi ¢inonoriudi cryaii

UDC 81'276-054.73(=161.2:474.5)
DOI https://doi.org/10.32782/tps2663-4880/2025.41.2.12

LINGUISTIC INTEGRATION OF UKRAINIAN REFUGEES IN LITHUANIA
JIHITBICTUYHA IHTETPALIISA YKPAIHCHbKUX BIKEHIIB ¥ JIUTBI

Shyba A.V.,

orcid.org/0000-0002-7533-4780

Ph.D. in Pedagogy,

Associate Professor at the Department of English
Yuriy Fedkovych Chernivtsi National University,
Research Worker

Vytautas Magnus University

The article explores the linguistic integration of Ukrainian refugees residing in Lithuania, focusing on their language
practices in both family and professional settings. The research is based on the questionnaire of 100 respondents, origi-
nally from various parts of Ukraine, currently living in two largest cities of Lithuania: Vilnius and Kaunas. The findings
reveal that the majority of the research participants are bilingual in Ukrainian and Russian, with many also fluent in foreign
languages. Ukrainian and Russian are the predominant languages used in family communication. In communication with
spouses/partners and with children English and Lithuanian are also present. In professional and academic contexts, Rus-
sian and English are the most commonly used languages, though many respondents also report using Lithuanian at work
or studies. While Russian often functions as a lingua franca in communication with Lithuanians, a shift in language attitude
is evident — many participants express emotional detachment from the Russian language and the desire to transition to
the Ukrainian language as a result of the ongoing war. This shift reflects a growing desire to maintain Ukrainian as their
heritage language.

The paper also reviews literature on the refugees’ integration in the host society and the role of language in this pro-
cess, underscoring the importance of acquiring the host country language. The effective inclusion of refugees into host
society is a complex and multifaceted process, influenced by numerous interrelated factors. Language training stands out
as a key element among them. Proficiency in the host country’s language is fundamental to successful social integration,
as it enables refugees to communicate, access services and to fully integrate in a social life. The findings confirm this
trend, with the majority of respondents reporting that they have learned or are currently learning Lithuanian. They recog-
nize its value for social integration and for increasing their professional or academic prospects.
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Y cTaTTi AOCnioKYETLCS NIHIBICTMYHA iHTErpauis yKpaiHCbKUX BiKeHLiB, SKi NpoXuBatoTh y JIUTBI, 30cepemxyroumnch
Ha IXHIN MOBHI NpaKTULi AK y ciMeiiHoMY, TaK i B npodecinHoMy cepefosuLLi. [locniaxeHHs 6a3yeTbca Ha aHKETYBaHHI
100 pecnoHAeHTiB, pOOOM 3 Pi3HMX YaCTUH YKpaiHuW, SKi Hapasi MeLuKalTb y ABOX Hambinbwmnx mictax Jinten: BinbHHoCi
Ta KayHaci. PesynbsraTy ocnigKeHHsi nokasytoTb, Lo BiNbLUiCTb YYACHUKIB AOCMIAKEHHS] € ABOMOBHUMM — BOJSIOAiOTb SIK
YKPaiHCbKO, TaK i POCINCbKOK MOBamu, pa3oM 3 TUM HaraTo XTO TaKOX BiflbHO BOMNOAiE iIHO3EMHUMM MOBaMu. Y CiMen-
HOMY CRiNKyBaHHi NepeBaXxHO BUKOPMCTOBYIOTLCA YKpaiHCbKa Ta POCiicbka MOBW. Y CMifIkyBaHHI 3 NOAPYXOKAM/NapTHEPOM
Ta B CMiflkyBaHHi 3 OiTbMW TakoX NPUCYTHI aHrMiiCbka Ta NUTOBCbKa MOBUW. Y NpogecinHOMY Ta akageMiYHOMY KOHTEK-
CTax pocificbka Ta aHrmiicbka € HanyacrTille BXMBaHUMMW MOBaMW, ofHaK B6arato pecrnoHOEHTIB TakoX NOBIGOMNSAOTL NPO
BMKOPWCTaHHS NIMTOBCBHKOI MOBU Ha pobOTi UM HaB4aHHI. Xo4a y CMifKyBaHHi 3 NMMTOBLSAMMU POCIACbKa YacTo OYHKLOHYE
SIK MOBa MiXXHaLiOHaNbHOTO CMiNKyBaHHS, CMOCTEPIraeTbCA 3MiHa MOBHOTO CTaBIEHHS! — 6araTo y4acHUKIB BUCIOBMIOKTh
€MOLLiiHY Big4YY>KeHiCTb Bif POCIiCbKOI MOBU Ta BaxaHHs NepewTu Ha yKpaiHCbKy MOBY BHACNIQOK TPUBAKOYOi BiliHW. Lis
3MiHa Bigobpaxae 3pocTatode nparHeHHs 36epertu yKpaiHCbKy SIk MOBY CBOEI KYNbTYPHOI CNagLLMHK.

Y cTatTi TakoX NpeacTaBneHWun Ornsag nitepatypuy, NPUCBSAYEHOT iHTerpauii GikeHuiB y npuiimarode CycninbCcTBo Ta
poni MOBM B LibOMY MPOLIECi, NiAKPECIOYN BaXXNMBICTb BUBYEHHS MOBU KpaiHW nepebyBaHHs. EpekTuBHE BKNMOYEHHS
GixxeHuiB y npurimMatode CycninbCTBO € CKNagHUM i baratorpaHH1M NPoLLECOM, Ha SKWUIA BNMBAE HU3Ka B3AaEMOMOB'A3aHNX
dakTopie. Cepen HUX MOBHa MiArOTOBKA BMOKPEMITIOETLCA K OAMH i3 KIOYOBUX eNnemMeHTIB. BonogiHHa MOBOKO npuiima-
t04Oi KpaiHW € OCHOBOMOMOXHUM AMNS YCNiLLHOI coLianbHOI iHTerpawii, ockinbku BOHO Aae 3mory BixeHuUsm onikyBaTucs,
OoTpMMYBaTV AOCTYN A0 NOCAYr Ta NOBHOLIHHO BKMHOYATUCA B CyCninbHe XUTTS. OTpUMaHi pesynstatyt NigTBEPMKYOTh Lo
TEHAEHLt0: BinbLUICTb PECMOHAEHTIB 3a3HaYNMU, L0 BXe BUBYMIM abo Hapasi BUB4aKOTb NUTOBCLKY MOBY. BOHM BU3HalOTbL
il ponb SK A4nsa coujianbHoi iHTerpauii, Tak i Ana NigBULLEHHS CBOIX NpodeciinHux abo akageMidyHMX NepcnexkTymB.

Knro4oBi cnoBa: niHreictTuyHa iHTerpadis, 6ixkeHui, ykpaiHceki 6ixeHui, aganTtauis, MoBa kpaiHu nepebyBaHHs.

Introduction. The beginning of a full-scale war  Baltic states displayed unwavering solidarity by wel-
of Russia against Ukraine in 2022 brought signifi- coming Ukrainian war refugees. Notably, Lithuania
cant changes not only to Ukraine, but influenced the  exhibited the highest intake among the Baltic states,
whole world. Millions of Ukrainian citizens were  around 94,000 refugees applied for asylum and tem-
forced to leave the country and search for shelters  porary protection. The peculiar feature of Ukrainian
globally. According to official data almost 7 million  migration is the fact that majority constitute women
people fled Ukraine as of February 2025 [1]. The and children — about 70%, which is quite contrary to
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2015-2017 refugee crisis in Europe when the number
of woman then was about 30% [2].

Migration is naturally linked to the process of
adaptation, with communication serving as the essen-
tial means through which adaptation becomes pos-
sible across all spheres of life — social, economic,
medical, educational, and cultural. One of the rea-
sons Ukrainian war refugees chose Lithuania as a
place of refuge was the shared language. It is known,
that “large differences between the culture and lan-
guage of the source and destination countries may
constitute barriers to migration” [3, p. 343]. Owing
to their common Soviet Union past, both Ukrainians
and Lithuanians can communicate in Russian, which
serves as a lingua franca for the two nations.

The analysis of recent research and publica-
tions. Refugees face numerous challenges during
migration, among which language adaptation is par-
ticularly significant. Ongoing migratory processes,
whether driven by war, economic hardship, politi-
cal or religious persecution or other personal cir-
cumstances, contribute to the growing phenomenon
of multilingualism. Pavlenko and Blackledge [4]
explore how individuals and communities negotiate
their identities within multilingual contexts, empha-
sizing the complex interplay between language and
identity. Integration, as many scholars highlight, is
a two-sided process: while migrants bring their own
languages and cultures into host countries, they also
strive to learn the host language, which is essential for
social inclusion and active participation in the society.

In the current context of the war in Ukraine and
broader geopolitical shifts, the linguistic adaptation
of refugees has become a crucial area of study, par-
ticularly for fostering inclusive and resilient societ-
ies. Ager & Strang [5] offer a comprehensive model
for understanding refugee integration, particularly
within the UK context, while Pavlyk et al [6] iden-
tify key factors that support linguistic integration of
refugees. Research by Blasiak-Tytula & Shevchuk-
Kliuzheva [7] sheds light on the family language
policy of Ukrainian refugees in Poland. However,
the linguistic adaptation of Ukrainian refugees in
Lithuania remains understudied and calls for further
scholarly attention.

The aim of this article is to study the linguistic
repertoire of Ukrainian war refugees in Lithuania, as
well as their readiness for a linguistic integration in
the host country.

Results and discussions. A lot of Ukrainians who
were forced to leave their native country due to the
war and look for refuge in different countries around
the world are trying to adapt to new realia now.
Adaptation is happening in all the spheres of life:
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social, cultural, economic, medical and of course,
linguistic. The Convention relating to the Status of
Refugees and its Protocol emphasize the role of refu-
gees’ integration, stresses the importance to “facilitate
the assimilation and naturalization of refugees” [8].

Integration is “a dynamic and multi-faceted two-
way process leading to full and equal membership
in society” [9, p. 7], benefits for all sides that are
involved. It presupposes refugees’ readiness to adjust
to new conditions without the need to give up on
their cultural identity, as well as host community to
be ready to welcome refugees and meet their diverse
needs.

The ability of refugees to successfully integrate
into host societies is influenced by a range of interre-
lated factors. Ager & Strang’s conceptual framework
of integration identifies four core domains: markers
and means (such as housing, employment, educa-
tion, and health); social connection (including social
bridges, social bonds, and social links); facilitators
(language and culture knowledge; as well as safety
and stability); and foundation (rights and citizenship)
[5, p. 170]. Each domain is interconnected and plays
a crucial role in the overall integration processes of
refugees.

Effective inclusion of refugees in the host society
requires a multifaceted approach. Among the most
widely endorsed measures are the establishment of
new social contracts; the implementation of men-
torship and integration guide programs; the formal
recognition of existing skills, which helps facili-
tate access to the labor market. Meeting the special
needs of vulnerable groups is also important. But one
of the most fundamental components sustaining all
these efforts is language training, which serves as
a gateway to other aspects of integration [9, p. 4].
Language proficiency is particularly vital for access-
ing employment and education opportunities and for
fostering social adaptation in a new country.

According to European Council on Refugees
and Exiles, policymakers and service providers
must be prepared to address not only physical and
psychological trauma, but also cultural and religious
differences, as well as the impact of language barrier
on the integration process [10, p.5]. Thus language
proficiency is more than a response to state expec-
tations; it constitutes a critical means for refugees
to navigate and participate in the society, enhanc-
ing their prospects for employment, education, and
social inclusion [3].

For Ukrainian war refugees, the process of
integration in terms of language has been relatively
easy, as Russian, which had been historically imposed
on the citizens of all the former Soviet republics,
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became a lingua franca for the two nations. Though
there is only one state language in the Lithuanian
Republic, a significant portion of the population,
particularly among the older generations, remain
fluent in Russian. For some Ukrainian refugees, this
shared language background became a decisive factor
when choosing Lithuania as a destination country.

During the soviet era, Russian was a compulsory
language across all member states. As Pavlenko &.
Blackledge note, “if we trace the shifts in the status of
Russian after the 2 World war, Russian was imposed
on the population of the newly appropriated Baltic
republics in order to transform Latvians, Lithuanians
and Estonians into Soviet citizens.” [4, p. 2].
Following the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991,
the Baltic states initiated the process of restoration
of national values, with language playing a central
role here: legal citizenship required proficiency in
the state language. Lithuania, for example, as part
of its post-independence nation-building strategy,
actively pursued linguistic homogeneity, reducing
the use of Russian from all spheres of life [11]. And
though Ukrainian refugees can rely on Russian or
English as a lingua franca, they are expected to learn
their host country language. Being able to speak the
main language of the host community is identified as
central to the integration process [5, p. 182].

In practice, many Ukrainian war refugees in
Lithuania have indeed used Russian as an initial
means of communication. However, a significant
number have also begun learning Lithuanian, facili-
tated by the availability of free language courses pro-
vided by the state for the newcomers. The process
of learning a foreign language is multifaceted and
usually influenced by a number of factors. Ukrainian
researchers Pavlyk et al., investigating the issue of
refugees’ linguistic integration, single out the follow-
ing key determinants of host language acquisition
among refugees: the degree of similarity or differ-
ence between native and target languages; educa-
tional background; cultural proximity (for example,
shared Soviet heritage); norms of behavior; physi-
cal conditions (visual or hearing impairments due
to the age) and psychological factors (depression or
trauma); and aspects of social identity and self-repre-
sentation [6, p. 36]. Successful language integration
caries substantial benefits both — for refugees and
host society members — reducing barriers to mutual
understanding and facilitating social interaction, sup-
porting cohesive community-building.

Methodology and Study Results. Aiming to
examine the linguistic situation of Ukrainian refugees
in Lithuania, focusing on their ability to linguisti-
cally integrate, the study was conducted in 2023. The
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research methodology involved, in particular, a soci-
olinguistic survey helped to collect data revealing the
issues concerning Ukrainians’ daily language use in
family, social and professional contexts in Lithuania.
The respondents were Ukrainian immigrants living
in Lithuania, mainly refugees who were forced to flee
their home country after the beginning of a full-scale
war in Ukraine in 2022.

The majority of Ukrainian war refugees are
women, as there are severe restrictions for men
to leave Ukraine during the martial law. These are
mainly working-age people, between 20 and 60 years
of age (see Table 1). The participants of the research
are Ukrainians representing various parts of Ukraine,
the majority originating from the eastern cities and
villages of Ukraine, which are either under the
occupation or were first attacked by Russian troops.
Half of the participants originate from the eastern
part of Ukraine — 50%, the second largest group are
the representatives of the central part — 26%; western
part comes next — 13%; followed by the groups from
the South (8%) and the North (3%).

The respondents of the questionnaire have
various educational background: higher, vocational
education, PhD holders and students, etc. The number
of respondents with higher education prevails — 55%.

Table 1
Survey “Languages of Ukrainians in Lithuania”
(2023). The participants. Own research

Gender
Female 78%
Male 22%
Age
Up to 20 23%
20— 60 74%
60 — and more 2%

Origin (geographical parts of Ukraine)

Eastern part of Ukraine 50%
Central part of Ukraine 26%
Western part of Ukraine 13%
Southern part of Ukraine 8%
Northern part of Ukraine 3%
Participants’ Education
Higher education 55%
Still studying 20%
PhD 9%
Secondary education 9%
Vocational and technical education | 7%

We asked the participants to name their native
language. The note ran that native is the language
which a person acquires naturally, usually from
his/her family members. If parents are actively
communicating with their child in two languages since
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his/her birth, then these two languages are considered
native, for example Ukrainian and Russian. The
majority of the respondents named Ukrainian as
their native language, for 36% of the respondents
Russian is the native language and 5% indicate both
Ukrainian and Russian as their native languages.
Notably, the comments from several respondents
suggest that Russian evokes negative emotions and a
sense of shame. A respondent from the central part of
Ukraine, specifically Kyiv, expressed this sentiment
by stating, “It (the native language) is Russian, but
it’s not my fault, | try to eradicate it from the use”.
A student, originating from the East of Ukraine
mentioned, “Unfortunately, my first language was
Russian. But I learned and communicated it not
according to my wish, but under the pressure of the
surrounding. Now [ am a mature citizen of Ukraine,
so I have decided for myself to cherish Ukrainian
values, as a result — I basically don’t communicate in
Russian. Only with Lithuanians, when I cannot do it
in Lithuanian or English”. Such language attitude can
be explained by the traumatic effect of the war, when
people feel the need to renounce the language, which
is associated with negative emotions and experience.

The research participants are fluent in foreign
languages too. The most popular foreign language
is English — 88%, followed by Lithuanian — 78% of
respondents, though the level of mastery may not be
high, as the respondents were asked to mention all
the languages they can speak, even if the fluency is
low. Many respondents can also speak Polish (31%)
and German (22%)

Table 2
Survey “Languages of Ukrainians in Lithuania”
(2023). The native language & foreign languages.
Own research
Which is your native language?

Ukrainian 58%
Russian 36%
Both 5%
Other 1%
What languages can you speak
(even if the level of knowledge is low)?
Ukrainian 98%
Russian 90%
English 88%
Lithuanian 78%
Polish 31%
German 22%
French 10%
Spanish 7%
Italian 5%
Romanian 3%
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Studying family language policy is of crucial
importance, because the role of the home language
in preserving nation’s cultural heritage can never
be overestimated. As Blasiak-Tytula & Shevchuk-
Kliuzheva emphasize, understanding the components
of family language policy is essential for supporting
refugees’ language development and social-emo-
tional well-being as they navigate a complex linguis-
tic and cultural landscapes [7, p. 32]. In our study we
concentrated on three domains of family communica-
tion: language use with parents, with spouses or part-
ners, and with children. The findings reveal that the
primary languages used among Ukrainian families
in Lithuania are Ukrainian (48%), Russian (41%),
or combination of both (7%). However, in commu-
nication with spouses and children — as opposed to
parents — two additional languages emerge: the host
country language, Lithuanian, and the global lin-
gua franca, English (see Table 3). In the context of
displacement, the family becomes a crucial site for
heritage language maintenance, serving not only to
preserve language but also to reinforce cultural iden-
tity and foster a sense of ethnic belonging among
Ukrainian refugees.

Table 3

Survey “Languages of Ukrainians in Lithuania”

(2023). Family context languages. Own research
What languages do you use with your parents?

Ukrainian 48%
Russian 41%
Ukrainian & Russian 7%
I don’t have parents 4%

What languages do you use
with your spouse/partner?

Russian 33%
Ukrainian 32%
Ukrainian & Russian 6%
English 4%
Lithuanian 3%
Lithuanian & English 2%
I’m not married/I don’t have a|20%
partner

What languages do you use with your children?

Ukrainian 52%
Russian 22%
Ukrainian & Russian 6%
Lithuanian 1%
I don’t have children 19%

In the professional context (see Table 4)
Ukrainians in Lithuania predominantly use Russian
(50%). The second most frequently used language
is English (28%), followed by Ukrainian (26%)
and Lithuanian (20%). These patterns indicate that
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Ukrainians are actively integrating a new (host
country) language in their language repertoire across
various domains, including family and professional
contexts. Proficiency in the host country language
serves not only as a response to state policies or
integration requirements, but also as a strategic
means of facilitating social assimilation. Moreover,
it enhances access to the labor market and broadens
educational possibilities [3].

Table 4
Survey “Languages of Ukrainians in Lithuania”
(2023). Professional context languages.
Own research

What languages do you use at your work / studies in
lithuania most often?

Russian 50%

English 28%

Ukrainian 26%

Lithuanian 20%

Proficiency in the host country language is crucial
for refugees, as it significantly enhances their social
and economic mobility, facilitates access to essential
services: employment, education, healthcare, and
the legal system. Host language proficiency is often
regarded as a key indicator of “sufficient assimilation”
[12, p. 237]. As the findings of our research show
(see Table 5) the vast majority of the respondents
(85%) have either already learned or are currently
in the process of learning Lithuanian. The primary
motivations for learning the host country language
include a sense of respect for the receiving society
and the pursuit of better employment opportunities.

Table 5
Survey “Languages of Ukrainians in Lithuania”
(2023). Host country language. Own research.
Have you learned / are learning Lithuanian?
85%
15%
What are the main reasons that motivate you
to learn Lithuanian?

Yes
No

Respect for the nation 75%
Career opportunities 60%
Social communication 56%
For personal communication 50%
Plan to live in Lithuania after the war |22%
Beauty of the language 18%
For academic purposes 16%

According to the survey results a significant
majority of the respondents recognize the impor-
tance of learning the host country language as a key
component of successful integration into Lithuanian
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society. They view proficiency in Lithuanian not only
as a means of improving their communication with
local residence but also as a way to demonstrate their
respect for the host nation. Moreover, participants
believe that learning Lithuanian can enhance their
professional and academic opportunities. Fluency
in Lithuanian is seen as a means of establishing a
shared communicative space, and facilitating social
integration. The study by Feuerverger [13] proves
that bilinguals, who feel strong connection to both
their heritage and host cultures, tend to exhibit high
levels of biculturalism. For those planning to build
their future in Lithuania, linguistic proficiency and
cultural awareness are especially important, as they
contribute significantly to long-term integration and
identity formation.

Conclusions. Following the start of the full-
scale war in Ukraine, a significant number of
Ukrainians sought refuge in Lithuania, with language
considerations playing an important role in their
choice of destination. Due to a shared Soviet past,
both Ukrainians and Lithuanians often use Russian
as a lingua franca. To better understand the linguistic
repertoire of Ukrainians in Lithuania, their language
preferences, as well as their attitude towards the host
country language, a research initiative was conducted
in the summer of 2023. The findings of the research
allow us draw the following conclusions:

1. The primary languages spoken within refugee
families in Lithuania are Ukrainian and Russian, with
frequent switching between the two. The qualitative
data from respondents reveal a significant shift in
their language attitudes: many participants express
their intension to deprive Russian from their everyday
communication. This change is closely linked to
the trauma of the war and the negative associations
evoked by the Russian language. In addition to
Ukrainian and Russian, Lithuanian and English have
also entered the family linguistic environment, while
communicating with partners and children.

2. Inthe professional sphere, Russian and English
are the most commonly used languages. Though
Lithuanian is less frequently employed, research
findings prove that some respondents are making
active efforts to incorporate it in their professional
context.

3. The majority of the respondents acknowledge
the crucial role of the Lithuanian language in the
process of integration into Lithuanian society. Many
have already learned or are currently studying
Lithuanian. The mainreasons that stipulate Ukrainians
to learn the host country language are respect for the
receiving nation and expanding professional and
educational opportunities.
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Thus, the linguistic repertoire of Ukrainian war  often evokes negative emotions as a result of trauma
refugees in Lithuania is diverse and is still expanding.  of the war. English and Lithuanian have emerged
Most respondents are bilingual in Ukrainian and  as important additions to the linguistic repertoire,
Russian, although there is a clear intention to  especially in the professional and educational
prioiritize Ukrainian in a family context, it is viewed  settings, resulting in multilingualism and facilitating
as a part of cultural preservation, resistance and  Ukrainians’ integration. The study thus highlights the
language maintenance. Russian, still used as a lingua ~ dynamic nature of refugees’ language use and the
franca especially in social and professional contexts, = immense role of languages in societal integration.
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