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ABSTRACT

The Homes for Ukraine (HfU) scheme provided a bespoke emergency visa pathway, accommodation in a host’s home, and exceptional rights to Ukrainians for a
period of three years. Established by the government of the United Kingdom it is the first large-scale hosting programme of its kind in the UK with 125,000
placements to date. To understand how the programme was successful in recruiting the large number of hosts, this research explored the motivations of participating
members of the British public. We identify three common forms of proximity within host interviews: perceptions of common identity of guest and host as members of
a bounded European community, shared geopolitical threat to that same European community (and the spatialized proximity of the threat), and the ability of the
British public to situate Ukrainians within a collective British memory of war time hosting. Together these forms of proximity drove a sense of responsibility in hosts
to participate in the ‘war effort.” This willingness was made possible by the governmental programme and state response which distinguished this population of
displaced persons in terms of deservingness, giving them privileged access to resources upon arrival. We demonstrate how the larger migration governance systems
used proximity to both motivate welcome and conversely justify the exclusion of others. Findings are based on interviews and surveys with thirty-one hosts

participating in the HfU scheme conducted in 2022 and review of media and government sources.

1. Introduction

The news was completely dominated by it, whereas other times we get one
little article about it or whatever on the news, and there’s other things like our
own stuff going on in Britain, but all of that just went out of the window and
everything was about Ukraine ... I think people relate more to people because
they are in Europe. We find it harder, and it is wrong that we are like this, but
we do find it harder to relate to Syrian refugees or Afghan refugees. But to see
people who live similar lives to us being in that situation, I think that really
affected people. —Alice.

It does feel close to home, you know. And from the beginning, I have
always thought it could be us in this situation. You just never know, do you? I
do not know. I do not know, I hope it is not to do with the colour of skin, but it
might be, isn’t it? The fact that they are European. It does feel close to home. —
Jamie.

The Russian invasion of Ukraine began on the 24% of February 2022
triggering one of the largest human displacement crises in modern his-
tory (Garbers et al., 2023). Nearly one-third of Ukrainians were forced
from their homes, 7.8 million went to Europe, of which 4.8 million

* Corresponding author. Colorado Mesa University, USA.
E-mail address: alumley-sapan@coloradomesa.edu (A. Lumley-Sapanski).

registered for temporary protective status (European Council on Refu-
gees and Exiles, 2023). In the UK, the government initiated a bespoke
sponsorship scheme for Ukrainians called ‘Homes for Ukraine’ (HfU).
HfU affords temporary protection to displaced Ukrainians including visa
access and the right to work for up to three years." The HfU is a hosting
program meaning that Ukrainians were initially provided housing with
volunteer hosts (House of Commons Library, 2023a). An unprecedented
number of people came forward and volunteered to open their homes:
news outlets reported over 100,000 Britons had registered their interest
within a day of the scheme’s launch (Elgot, 2022). As of June 2023, the
HfU scheme had received 198,800 applications, 163,400 applications
were approved, and 125,000 Ukrainians have arrived (Home Office and
UK Visas and Immigration, 2023).

The hosting scheme required mass public mobilisation and partici-
pation to make it ‘successful.” Specifically, the scheme relied on the
British public to accommodate Ukrainians - hosting them within the
intimate spaces of their homes, often facilitating their international
moves and assisting them in accessing public welfare once in the UK.
There has yet been limited analysis of how the government achieved this

! The HfU was initially 3 years - now it is only up to 18 months. See https://www.gov.uk/guidance/apply-for-a-visa-under-the-ukraine-sponsorship-scheme#ho

w-long-you-can-stay.
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unprecedented response in a time otherwise marked by hostility towards
refugees and migrants (see for example Bowling & Westenra, 2020). To
this end, this paper explores the motivations of hosts within the Ukrai-
nian hosting scheme seeking to understand why British hosts chose to
participate.

We find that hosts extended hospitality to Ukrainians because
Ukrainians were rendered similar (Kallio, 2016), safe and deserving by
the HfU program design, government language and media discourses.
Building on Caroline Nagel’s work on the politics of sameness and dif-
ference (Nagel, 2002a), we see how the HfU program design and asso-
ciated discourses conceptualized and created a sense of shared cultural,
social, and geographic proximity. The sense of their proximity encour-
aged hosts to see Ukrainians as deserving and simultaneously drove a
sense of responsibility to participate in the ‘war effort.” The three
common forms of proximity identified within host interviews were:
perceptions of common identity of guest and host as members of a
bounded European community, shared geopolitical threat to that same
European community (and the spatialized proximity of the threat), and
the ability of the British public to situate Ukrainians within a collective
British memory of war time hosting. In the latter case, proximity was not
about host and guest proximity, but British host identities as proximate
to an idealized British identity and perceptions of Ukrainians as similar
to WWII European displaced. We use proximity here to define a sense of
nearness that is relational and can be between people and people, places,
or narratives.

In sum, motivations for hosting arose from a sense of relational re-
sponsibility (Darling, 2009) emerging from perceived proximity:
Ukrainians were rendered familiar through a process of recognition
mobilized in state programs and media discourses. Welcome was
extended in as much because of perceptions of Ukrainian proximity to
Britishness, as Britishness was reimagined or re-bounded in these dis-
courses such that Ukrainian displaced persons belonged. Hospitality was
offered selectively based on these criteria and decisions over admission
and sponsorship were devolved to hosts. We place these findings within
the larger political geography literature showing how the HfU functions
as a border making process that differentiates eligibility for protection
based on forms of proximity.

2. Homes for Ukraine and alternative humanitarian pathways

Of the eight million displaced Ukrainians now in Europe, four million
have applied for temporary status within the European Union and a
further 352,000 Ukrainians have applied for UK visas (UKVI, 2024). The
UK adopted a set of three measures to support displaced Ukrainians, one
of which was the Homes for Ukraine scheme (HfU).? It was launched by
the Secretary of State for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities and
delivered in conjunction with UK Visa and Immigration on March 14,
2022 (UK Department of Levelling Up, 2022).% 4

The HfU is a population specific, humanitarian support pathway
enabling Ukrainians with no UK connections to be hosted temporarily
and to reside in the UK for up to three years. Prior to arrival in the UK,
Ukrainian applicants identified and matched with a sponsor. Matches

2 These included the Ukrainian Extension Scheme - temporary visa conces-
sions and extensions for Ukrainians already in the UK when the war broke out;
The Ukrainian Family Scheme — a family visa route that allows family members
to join their family based in the UK; as well as the HfU.

3 The Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities is now the
Ministry of Housing, Communities and Local Government. It is one of 24
ministerial departments with responsibilities including job growth, strength-
ening communities and local governments (Ministry of Housing, n.d.).

* The scheme was delivered in conjunction with UK Visas and Immigration, a
department of the Home Office, who have the responsibility and mandate to
alter immigration rules, changes that were required for these measures to be
adopted (Ministry of Housing, 2023; UKVI, 2023).

Political Geography 124 (2026) 103446

were made online through social media, and other public chat forums.
To access the HfU scheme, Ukrainians applied for a visa online and were
vetted by the government. Hosts likewise had to pass a background
check and screening (Garbers et al., 2023; United Kingdom House of
Commons Library, 2023a; United Kingdom House of Commons Library,
2023b).° Hosts were asked to host for a minimum of six months.

Ukrainians accepted to the scheme had immediate access to benefits
and the right to work (United Kingdom House of Commons Library,
2023a; United Kingdom House of Commons Library, 2023b; Garbers
et al., 2023). The government chose to waive health care and visa fees.
The government also provided funds for the accommodation. Each host
was given a monthly payment initially set at £350 per month for up to
12-months after which point it increased to £500 (Home Office, 2023a).°
7 No limit was put on the number of people that could apply to come
through the scheme (Garbers et al., 2023).

The HfU scheme has many similarities to other UK resettlement
schemes on which its structure is based. The UK has previously offered
bespoke settlement and support in response to emergent population
specific needs. These have included expelled or displaced Ugandans,
Vietnamese, Bosnians, Kosovars, Afghanis, Hong Kongers, and Syrians
(Home Office, 2021; Phillimore et al., 2022). Unlike the HfU which is
largely reliant on individual hosts to screen Ukrainians for admissions,
these programs were explicit about individual eligibility criteria.® Pro-
grams like the Afghan or Syrian settlement programs were restricted to
those most at risk, inclusive of those with identity characteristics that
made them vulnerable and/or those allied with UK or western forces
(Home Office, 2017; United Kingdom National Audit Office, 2016).

For people with refugee status or humanitarian protection status
determined prior to arrival, the UK offers the UK Resettlement Scheme
(UKRS, 2021 - ongoing), Community Sponsorship Scheme (CSS, 2016 -
ongoing) and Mandate Resettlement Scheme (MRS, 1995 - ongoing)
(Phillimore et al., 2022; Williams Walsh & Jorgensen, 1 July 2024;
United Kingdom Home Office, 2024). To enter via these routes, persons
must be pre-screened and receive refugee status or another form of
humanitarian protection from abroad. Eligibility criteria restrict ad-
missions to those with identified high needs including medical needs,
being a survivor of torture or being a vulnerable woman or child. If
admitted, individuals are granted indefinite leave to remain in the UK,
access to public services, support, welfare benefits and the labour mar-
ket. This is the smallest humanitarian admission category and typically
only a few hundred people come annually (Williams Walsh and Jor-
gensen, 2024.

Finally, the most common route of entry to the UK for those seeking
protection is asylum seeking; in 2023, alone 84,000 asylum seekers
arrived to the UK, accounting for 11 % of all immigrants (House of
Commons Library, 2024; House of Commons, 2023b). However, not all
asylum seekers receive asylum, and consequently are not permitted to

5 Sponsors/hosts can live anywhere in the UK and must be British or Irish
Citizens or have the right to live in the UK permanently (Garbers et al., 2023).

6 The scheme was developed, administered and implemented by the
Department of Levelling Up, Housing and Communities (DLUHC) in conjunc-
tion with the Home Office. The Home Office deals with visas and sponsors,
while the DLUHC deals with post arrival arrangements including local gov-
ernment. It is abnormal in the involvement of the DLUHC in that the Home
Office typically negotiates housing for asylum seekers with local authorities and
third-party actors. This moves the program’s oversite from the central immi-
gration enforcement department. See William Walsh and Jorgensen 2024 for
further discussion.

7 These numbers have subsequently changed. For the first 12 months
(through 1 April 2025) hosts received, £350 a month. This increased to £500
after 12 months. After April 2025, all hosts received a flat rate of £350 a month.
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/becoming-a-sponsor-homes-for-ukraine.

8 This is ten times the number of Syrians who entered over a ten-year period
(House of Commons Library, 2024; Williams Walsh & Jorgensen, 1 July 2024;
Garbers et al., 2023).
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stay. Unlike refugees, asylum seekers must file for asylum and then
await determination of their status and the right to remain from within
the UK. Status determination currently takes an average of 21 months
(Cuibus et al., 2024). The rights of asylum seekers are restricted during
the asylum determination process; chiefly, individuals do not automat-
ically receive the right to work and can standardly only apply for
permission to work after 12 months if their claim is still outstanding,
and, the job they want is on the Shortage Occupational List (UKVI,
2024). Instead, asylum seekers living independently receive a weekly
stipend of £39.63 to cover their basic needs (Ahlberg & Granada, 2022)
while those in catered asylum accommodation receive about £8 per
week (Home Office, 2024b). The UK provides asylum seekers dispersed
housing in communal living situations (Bakker et al., 2016; UNHCR n.
d.). The Home Office—the UK’s ministerial department responsible
amongst other things for immigration—may move asylum seekers
repeatedly during the process of status determination (Bakker et al.,
2016; Kissoon, 2010). After receiving asylum, individuals are entitled to
the same rights as resettled refugees including the right to work and
indefinite leave to remain (i.e., permanent status) (Ahlberg & Granada,
2022).°

The HfU is thus, one program for humanitarian admission amongst
others. The HfU shares aspects of the program structure with those
discussed above. The reliance on individual hosts for housing and
sponsorship, and the agency that guests have in choosing their hosts are
two of the more significant differences between this program and the
other settlement schemes. Perhaps most significant is the lack of right to
permanently settle via the HfU.

3. Methods and data

This research emerged from a larger project aimed to understand
hosting experiences and to gain an understanding of people’s motiva-
tions for volunteering to be a part of the HfU scheme. A third sector
hosting organisation planned to use the data that informs this research
to shape future host recruitment activities. The study employed a mixed-
methods, qualitative approach employing a desk-based evidence review
of secondary sources, semi-structured interviews, and a survey.

The third sector hosting organisation partnered with the research
team to recruit participants. They advertised and recruited hosts in the
HfU scheme willing to participate in a survey or interview. The JISC
online platform hosted the survey. Two formats—surveys and in-
terviews, were offered to encourage host participation and to reach a
wide number of hosts. The team also launched a website to provide
additional information for those considering participation in the
research project, including instructions for participating in an interview
and links to the surveys.

Survey and the interview questions focused on gaining an under-
standing of why people had chosen to host. The questions were to help
us understand: why people hosted, what could make hosting better, and
how could learning from HfU improve future hosting schemes? Partic-
ipants were able to choose to participate in one of two primary data
collection methods and could opt to complete a survey or to participate

° Asylum is protection given by a country to someone fleeing from persecu-
tion in their own country and is also covered by the 1951 Convention (Article
1). To seek protection via asylum, an individual must meet the universal defi-
nition of a refugee contained in ‘Article 1(A)(2) of the 1951 Convention, as
amended by its 1967 Protocol, defining a refugee as someone who: "owing to
well-founded fear of being persecuted for reasons of race, religion, nationality,
membership of a particular social group or political opinion, is outside the
country of his nationality and is unable or, owing to such fear, is unwilling to
avail himself of the protection of that country; or who, not having a nationality
and being outside the country of his former habitual residence, is unable or,
owing to such fear, is unwilling to return to it.” (Convention on the Status of
Refugees, 1951).
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in a semi-structured interview.

Interviews were recorded with permission of participants. These
recordings were manually transcribed by the researchers and uploaded
into NVivo qualitative coding software. Both surveys and transcripts
were manually coded using NVIVO. A deductive coding approach was
used initially to identify codes and to create a shared codebook. During
the coding process the research team expanded the set of codes to
accommodate emerging themes identified inductively as coding pro-
ceeded. Key coded themes include practical elements of the HfU scheme,
identifying, and matching with guests, the support in place for guests
and hosts, financial benefits, challenges, interactions with other crises
and their motivations for being involved. Additionally, we collected host
and guest demographic information, and stay information including
length, location and unit size.

Thirty-five interviews and surveys were conducted, thirty-one of
whom were with households currently hosting a Ukrainian or Ukrai-
nians. Sixteen households participated in an interview with the
remaining households (19) submitting answers via a survey. Seventy-
four people from Ukraine were hosted across the thirty-one place-
ments (72 in placement at the time of the research).

All participating hosts identified as white, the majority were British
citizens from birth (91 %) and were married (71 %). Most hosts owned
their properties (91 %), which on average had at least three bedrooms.
Thirteen of the hosting households were retired (37 %) while eighteen
households engaged in paid employment (51 %). Hosts ages ranged from
33 to 77 with an average age of fifty-five. Eleven host households had
children in them (31 %) — the ages of children in host families ranged
from under a year to into their twenties. Forty-eight percent of hosts
were aged between 50 and 69 and 33 % of homes had host children
residing in them. Most guests were couples, family units or groups of
friends (77 %) as opposed to single individuals. Three homes hosted
multi-generational family units, three homes hosted a couple, eight
homes hosted a single and twelve homes hosted a mother with her child
or children.

4. Framing the deserving: Motivating hosting through selective
narratives

“Hospitality in theory and practice relates to crossing boundaries (‘Come
in, come in’) or thresholds ... including those between self and other,
private and public, inside and outside, individual and collective, personal
and political, emotional and rational, generous and economic ...” (Still,
2010)

As Still (2010) captures above, hosting (as an act of hospitality) is an
inherently geopolitical act that involves the transgression of national
borders, and of the threshold between public and private space. In
schemes that involve sponsorship, such as the HfU, hosts take on the role
of the border—selectively screening and matching with migrants as a
precursor to their admission. As such, hosting is an exceptional act
politically and personally.

In contemporary migration governance, hosting also subverts the
public-private divide that characterizes migrant welcome and accom-
modation (Dotsey & Lumley-Sapanski, 2021; Lumley-Sapanski & Dot-
sey, 2022). Hosting takes place in the intimacy of shared private space
which contrasts to the use of temporary and often distant housing for
humanitarian protection seekers. In so doing, hosting disrupts the social
and spatial containment of ‘the other’ typified by asylum dispersal
policies and the resulting spatial marginalization of asylum seekers
(Mason & Hughes, 2024). By bringing guests into the private home,
hosting also challenges the hostile environment policies built upon
we/them divides which justifies the spatial marginalization of refugee or
asylum seekers (Boccagni and Giudici, 2022; p. 788).

Yet, hosting also functions simultaneously as a bordering process; in
affirming who is welcome through sponsorship and hosting, the HfU,
and similar hosting schemes, reinforce hostile environment policies. Not
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all migrant ‘strangers’ are made eligible for hosting schemes or equally
received by hosts. States and other intermediary actors—in this case
hosts—mediate who is eligible for admission or hosting and the terms of
the encounter (Hakli & Kallio, 2021). Said intermediaries determine
guest worthiness or deservingness for inclusion (Sperandio, 2025).

These interpretations are made based on images outside of a guest’s
control; guests are socially constructed by dominant representations
(Brighenti, 2007) and the perceived capacity for incorporation
(Sperandio, 2025). Migrants are represented by ’generalized bodies’ and
‘abstracted from personhood’ (Kallio, 2016). Histories of interaction and
implicit power dynamics overwrite their individual identities (Hakli and
Kallio, 2021; Kallio, 2016; Ahmed, 2004) and inform who is felt to
belong and who is not (Ahmed, 2004)Hakli & Kallio, 2021; Kallio,
2016). Some migrants are perceived as strangers, viewed as a threat,
their presence a potential source of ‘pollution’ to the existing community
(Sibley, 1995 in Ahmed, 2000, p. 53). Other narratives, shape the
perception of sameness (Nagel 2002) or familiarity (Carpi & Pinar
Senoguz, 2019; Hakli & Kallio, 2021; Kallio, 2016), fostered through
selective representation and imagery. People, migrants, are made simi-
larly discursively with impacts for their incorporation through these
processes of recognition (Ahmed, 2000) and subjectification (Kallio,
2016).

Caroline Nagel’s work on assimilation is instructive in this regard
(Nagel, 2002a; Nagel, 2002b). In this work, she critiques the essential-
ization of assimilation processes in dominant literature, and their
characterization as a natural or ecological process. She understands
assimilation as a politics of sameness ‘bound up with the construction
and regulation of political space at multiple scales’ (Nagel, 2002b).
Assimilation requires that the host society undergo a ‘political negotia-
tion of racial categories and strategic definition of social proximity and
distance’ (Nagel, 2002a). Mediating forces determine legal membership,
access to rights, and social inclusion and with it potential for assimila-
tion (Nagel, 2002b). Thus, assimilation is not the apolitical adoption of
‘mainstream’ cultural markers by newcomers but a reinterpretation of
social difference or sameness that defines the bounds of society and the
new migrant in relation.

This conceptualization of assimilation and particularly the role of
mediating forces in negotiating social proximity and distance has par-
allels to the forces and processes through which hosting motivations are
elicited. Geographic scholarship of hospitality has focused on feelings of
sameness, propinquity or proximity as the basis for acts of hospitality
versus acts of hostility (Derrida, 2000; Derrida & Dufourmantelle, 2000;
Carpi & Pinar Sanoguz 2019; Gill et al., 2022). As in, what motivates
responsibility to others wherein responsibility is conceived as ‘the
requirement to do something about it’ (i.e. host) (Massey, 2004, p. 9)?
And in relation to migrant ‘others,” what motivates responsibility to
others when welcome challenges ‘mainstream views and boundaries of
home’? (Boccagni & Giudici, 2022).

Within geography, spatial proximity has been key to explanations for
extensions of hospitality (see Barnett & Land, 2007; Dikec et al., 2009;
Gill et al., 2022; Glover, 1999 in Darling (2009a); Massey, 2009; Massey,
2004 for discussion). This is based on the premise that shared geography
fosters responsibility or obligation to others, even unknown others. It is
rooted in ideas of sameness, from geographic theory that near things are
more similar than distant things and therefore, people who live near to
one another will have more in common and therefore be more likely to
have empathy for and extend hospitality to those with shared geography
and characteristics (Tobler, 1970). Massey,

‘Certainly, in Western societies, there is a hegemonic geography of care,
responsibility which takes the form of a nested set of Russian dolls. First there
is ‘home’, then perhaps place or locality, then nation, and so on. There is a
kind of accepted understanding that we care first for, and have our first re-
sponsibilities towards, those nearest in. There are two qualities of this geog-
raphy which stand out: it is utterly territorial, and it proceeds outwards from
the small and near at hand.” (Massey, 2004, p. 9).

Yet geographers have largely rejected this idea. Much of the
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argument follows the arguments of Doreen Massey’s and her contribu-
tions to the field of spatial thought and in particular the relational
production of space (see Kitchin, 2016 for summary). Massey challenged
the fixity of place, and the idea of places as boxes that contain attributes
or surfaces bearing inscription. Instead, Massey’s work showed place as
a trajectory: an ongoing production and negotiation within and without
(Massey, 1995). In this reading, places derive meaning and identities
from histories of and specificities of interactions with ‘elsewhere’
(Massey, 1994). Memories, temporalities, and histories—inform both
the place and intersubjectively the members (Massey, 2004). As such,
places are constantly reworked and contested through social networks
and interrelations with ‘outside,” including place based and individual
relationships to others (Massey, 2008). Place, and perceptions of place
and the people in them are relationally interpreted and given meaning.

These meanings shape interpretations of geographic and sociospatial
proximity on which sentiments of belonging, inclusion and exclusion are
derived (Massey, 2004; Darling 2009). Perceptions of and responsibility
to proximate and distant ‘others’ arise from perceived proximity
(Massey, 2004). While spatial locus and distance inform perceptions of
place and proximity, temporality is an interrelated factor. Memories,
inheritence and shared histories have temporal elements in terms of
length of exposure, stage of life course and timing (Barnett, 2005).
Temporality, with distance and other connectivities, inform the rela-
tional construction of others’ proximity and are paramount to offers of
hospitality.

In the case of the UK, a national discourse of hospitality derived from
a history of (selectively) welcoming the displaced motivates current
hosts. The government defines itself as a ‘welcoming, hospitable,
generous and tolerant nation’ (Bernhardt, 2023) ... ’it is a matter of
national pride that persecuted people have been able to find refuge in
this country’ (Pirouet, 2001). The self-proclaimed ‘exemplary hospital-
ity’ (Gibson, 2016) arises from a shared sense of European conscious-
ness—a commitment to fellow Europeans. Most often it is the role of the
British public in Kindertransport during WWII and specifically, the role
of the British public in admitting, housing, and protecting 10,000 Jewish
children that has been ‘instrumentalised in relation to constructs of
Britishness/Englishness’ (Kushner, 2018). The act of hospitality and the
role of the British as hosts is celebrated as British and deployed during,
for instance, the London Olympics (Hubbard & Wilkinson, 2014).

This ethic, or a variation therein, was used in the marketing of the
HfU program and solicitation of hosts. When the HfU scheme was
announced Secretary of State for Levelling Up, Housing and Commu-
nities Michael Gove released the following statement, ‘The United
Kingdom has a long and proud history of helping others in their hour of need
and our new Homes for Ukraine scheme offers a lifeline to those who have
been forced to flee’ (United Kingdom Department for Levelling UP,
Housing and Communities and The Rt hon Michael Gove MP, 2022).
This combined with the framing of the displaced, the shared threat and
cultural affinity (Western/European proximity), drove hosts sentiments
of responsibility.

4.1. Discourses and depictions of Ukrainians

The reception and response to refugees and the displaced more
broadly is shaped by dominant institutional and discursive domains
(Malkki, 1995). The contemporary image of ‘refugeeism’ was born
post-WWII and is associated with the machination of the aid machine
and the technologies used to contain and protect the population (Malkki,
1995). Through the spatialization of refugee camps and the resettlement
processes administered by global multilaterals, the dominant imagery of
refugeeism constituted by managed concentration, abject poverty and
destitution was born.

The image of displaced Ukrainians has been made outside the mold
of the essentialized refugee. In the case of Ukrainians, media depictions
and dominant narratives are credited with influencing the public’s sense
of ‘Ukrainian deservingness.” Discursive and semiotic analysis of media
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portrayals of Ukrainians have found that Ukrainians are portrayed as
deserving and vulnerable (Fekre, 2023; Sambaraju & Shrikant, 2023).
The reach of these representations was pervasive and constant; media
scholars have described this as the most broadcast war on social media
platforms (Fekre, 2023) granting unparalleled mainstream access to the
conflict (Arda, 2022). Collectively, these portrayals reduce the ‘tempo-
ral, geographical, and cultural distance’ and reinforce the proximity of
the Ukrainian conflict. In terms of hosting, hosts identified these nar-
ratives in their descriptions of hosting motivations.

Analysis of UK and European media sources has identified the
dominant representation of Ukrainians as ‘similar’ and ‘civilized,’
overwhelmingly ‘favourable’ (Blomberg, 2023; Fekre, 2023; Sambaraju
& Shrikant, 2023). These analysis point to repetition of four themes
within the media that shaped the perceived social and cultural proximity
of Ukrainians (Fekre, 2023; Sambaraju & Shrikant, 2023). First, images
and narratives depicted women and children. Their vulnerability and
the need to protect them was emphasised alongside the sacrifice of men
or those who stayed behind (Fekre, 2023; Sambaraju & Shrikant, 2023).
Second, the media selectively focused on the ideas of the ‘poor’ but
grateful refugees. This narrative reinforced the need the group had for
help. Rather than portrayal violence and conflict, and the threat of
conflict, this narrative played on the idea of welcoming the population
and the opportunity to contribute (Blomberg, 2023; Fekre, 2023). Third,
the ’Ukrainian’ is represented as an educated, hard-working and
competent refugee. This distinguishes Ukrainians from the imagined
African or Asian refugee who is depicted as arriving devoid of skills or
knowledge (Blomberg, 2023; Fekre, 2023). Finally, the familiar neigh-
bour trope was used to elicit familiarity and comfort. The familiar
neighbour language brought the Ukrainian closer and constructed
Ukrainians as non-threatening. The familiar neighbour trope was rooted
in several areas of perceived commonality, including political and cul-
tural proximity (Bayoumi, 2022; Sambaraju & Shrikant, 202.3).

Social media analysis indicates a similar pattern. Individual use of
social media posts/stories functioned to create cultural proximity be-
tween Ukrainians and ‘western audiences’ (Arda, 2022). These repre-
sentations of Ukrainian displaced people are linked to sentiments of
perceived deservingness for host populations (Rosstalnyj, 2022). In turn,
this translated to empathy and support for a humanitarian response
(Arda, 2022).

The perception of shared values and the accessibility of war imagery
in social media made the threat and loss more tangible and proximate for
viewers. This combined with the perception of Russia’s superior military
power and Ukraine’s underdog status in general, reinforced a perception
of Russia as a bully and ‘well-known’ enemy (Rosstalnyj, 2022). That
shared enemy status depicted in the brutality of the invasion juxtaposed
to the humanity of the social media users on the platform drew a sym-
pathetic audience. The fact that these scenes took place in architectur-
ally similar landscapes to those of Western viewers further contributed
to the humanisation of victims (Rosstalnyj, 2022).

Further, semiotic analysis has identified similar themes in photo-
graphic depictions. Images of Ukrainians and Ukraine used in media
were more likely to portray women, children, and elderly people than
men. Analysis of the composition and portrayal of people within pho-
tographs indicated that, ‘there did not seem to be almost any sort of
negative view of Ukrainian refugees. A lot of images had the right as-
pects and looked the right way to be able to evoke empathy and
compassion.” (Wennerstrom, 2023, p. 31). When the media chose to
represent men, the men were soldiers or volunteers assisting refugees.
This representation is partially due to Ukrainian governance decisions
about the role of men in the conflict, but also underscores the gendered
narrative of vulnerability. These images reflect a particular form of
‘ideal’ victim (Wennerstrom, 2023) that evoked public sympathy (Fekre,
2023).
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5. Constructing proximity & deconstructing borders: the HfU
scheme

Building on this literature, this work explores how the situation of
Ukrainian displaced persons came to elicit the response of the British
public such that they were willing to take them into their homes and
expend public money to facilitate their absorption. Findings indicate
that the governmental response together with the media portrayals of
the conflict and those it was impacting created a sense of proximity
which motivated participation. Proximity took three interlinking forms:
geopolitical, socio-cultural, and historical narrative. Membership within
a shared European community and the obligations of that membership
were specifically important. Hosts identified the importance of common
orientations between Ukrainians and themselves, a perception of shared
culture and a common threat, as well as an ability to see the hosting
scheme as similar to the British public’s response during the Kinder-
transport programme of WWIL In turn, the right to public services, the
right to work, and spatial proximity to British public differently situated
Ukrainians for positive economic and cultural absorption. All three
forms of proximity were relational and negotiated in reference to the
conflict, shared histories, and perceptions of commonalities.

5.1. Cultural and spatial proximity of the Ukrainian conflict and
Ukrainian displaced

For British hosts, popular media and government narratives
contributed to perceptions or a belief in Ukrainians as members of a
European ‘shared community’ (Boccagni and Giudici, 2022). This
depiction, the evocation and visibility of their Europeanness in partic-
ular, was essential to reconfiguring them as ‘belonging’ in the UK
(Boccagni & Giuduci, 2022). Their European identity and the threat to
that European identity, presented by the Russian invasion, situated them
within a historical memory of prior Russian threat (Barnett, 2005). This
allowed hosts in turn to ‘take on a (historic) role’ (Barnett, 2005) as host
similar to that of previous generations and celebrated by the public.

As in the media depiction, Ukraine’s location in Europe was a crucial
factor in the decision of hosts to take on Ukrainian guests. This was for
three key reasons. First, Ukraine was described as geographically close.
The geographic proximity of Ukraine meant that the conflict felt—to
hosts-more likely to spill over. This is not to say that Ukraine was or is
particularly spatially close to the UK, but rather that it is a part of a
spatially bounded European community. The idea that Russia had
attacked a European state, drove host fears of a threat to the UK and
underscored a need for a unified European effort to combat a shared
enemy. Hosts described their willingness to host as a duty, or a response
to show their political opposition to Putin and the invasion of Europe. In
the words of host Ben, ‘I think the proximity of the war and of Ukraine, and
the fact that it is Europe, I could drive there in just over a day ... It seemed
close to home’ (Ben). The spatial distance combined with the threat of
shared common enemy were important drivers for hosts.

The ‘annulment of distance’ (Barnett, 2005) between the two nations
was to an extent achieved through narratives of cultural affinity in
media and government. These sentiments trickled through to inter-
viewed hosts. Interviewed hosts described the conflict as ‘close to home’
both physically in terms of reach, but also socio-politically. Interviewees
commented that they understood the potential reach of the conflict and
could see themselves within it based on the depiction of the victims and
the shared cultural references. The depiction of their similar-
ities—namely the shared European cultural identity—decreased the
perceived ‘refugee burden’ (Zetter, 2012). To hosts, the cultural affinity
meant it would be more likely for Ukrainians to find and keep
employment, learn the language, and adjust. Ukrainians, as Carpi and
Pmar Senoguz (2019) have written, are ‘pre known’. A host Nick
exemplified this in his comments ‘that is still definitely a driving force ... the
fact that the Ukrainians are Europeans probably played a role ... they fit the
employment profile very well. They are easy to put into employment. Once we
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got the language skills issue sorted out- and that is the biggest barrier with
Ukrainians- but generally, educationally, and with their own work back-
grounds, they are sort of used to the environment we’ve got here in the UK.
Afghans and Syrian refugees and Africans, you know, Somalis and Ethio-
pians - less so, and they require an awful lot more support (Nick). Hosts
speak to the comparative worthiness of various groups for admission,
based on their perceived capacity for settlement.

Hosts continuously juxtaposed Ukrainians to Syrians and Afghani
refugees or migrants, in their exceptionalism which served to justify the
host preferences. Syrians and Afghanis were characterised as less
culturally similar and therefore more difficult to integrate by hosts.
Hosts identified Ukrainians as Europeans and based on this, hosts
assumed they shared culture. Their Europeaness and thus their simi-
larities were substantiated by their similar work histories and similar
goals, like education. Criticisms of other groups by hosts do not show
understanding of the differences in legal provisions made to HfU par-
ticipants in comparison to other displaced populations. The critiques
overlook the barriers faced by other groups in accessing employment,
gaining employment skills, and transferring their skills during pro-
tracted displacement, or annexation in hotels or boats while they await
status determination. As Derrida has written, ‘a political space sets the
conditions for the nature or form of hospitality’ (Derrida, 2000a). Laws
produce differences in spatial access and hierarchies of rights differen-
tially marginalizing individuals (Anderson, 2008; Anderson & Andrej-
savic, 2008).

Second, the threat to Ukraine was perceived as a threat to European
and Western cultures. The conflict threatened or deprived Ukrainians of
activities for which British hosts shared an affinity. Hosts referenced
activities, like attending university, that the conflict robbed from the
families they hosted, ‘these are people who have hopes and dreams, the girl
was at University in Odessa, and that’s all stopped. And the younger girls she
had finished the sixth form and was going to go off to university and it is the
injustice of it all’ (Andrew). As with Arda (2022), the activities in which
Ukrainians were engaged and the landscape in which the violence was
taking place in the media was relatable. This made the loss relevant and
palpable for hosts.

In this case the visible destruction of ‘western life’ evoked the notion
of shared European ‘kinship’ ties which motivated hosting (Carpi &
Senoguz, 2019). Again, another interviewee Alice went on: ‘people relate
more to [Ukrainian] people because they are in Europe. We find it harder,
and it is wrong that we are like this, but we do find it harder to relate to Syrian
refugees or Afghan refugees. But to see people who live similar lives to us being
in that situation, I think that really affected people’ (Alice). There is a
subtext built on assumptions of Ukrainians as white and Christian that
appears in host justification for hosting. This generalized sense of threat
to people with ‘similar lives’ —was a named motivating factor for
hosting.

Third, hosts described the conflict resulting from the Russian inva-
sion as a once in a lifetime event in Europe, an anomaly which therefore
deserved a humanitarian response. Hosts contrasted the perceived ab-
normality of conflict in Europe with ongoing conflict in places like
Afghanistan, Africa, or the Middle East. The collectively held perception
of peace in Europe (and the perceived threat to it) (Norum, 2018) was
central to hosting as Jamie highlighted, ‘What other crises am I aware of?
Not many. I mean, I know there’s loads in Africa, but yeah’ (Jamie). The
conflict was unusual, exceptional, and therefore victims warranted
protection.

That continuity of ongoing conflict elsewhere was ‘naturalised,’
endemic to a category of places ‘outside’ a community of perceived
shared values (e.g. peace). The perpetuity of violence elsewhere rather
than the exceptionalism of the Ukrainian conflict meant that to hosts
‘othered’ populations were less needy or less deserving of hosting. The
ongoing nature of those conflicts and their naturalisation in non-
European spaces did not elicit the same response to people displaced,
as Alice described ‘It is the first time in Europe that we have seen kind of ...
No, that is not true, is it? Because a long time ago now we had all the Bosnia
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thing and what have you. But I think it is possibly the media and things, that I
have just been able to see more of it and understand it a bit better, if anyone
can understand it’ (Alice). Another host Kate emphasised the length of
the conflict in Afghanistan: T guess lots of those Middle Eastern countries
have had their moments over the last however many years, but I would not be
able to actually give you details ... And I suppose if I am being honest, I am
more of aware that a European situation, even if it is an Eastern European
situation, feels sort of closer’ (Kate). Perceptions of ongoing violence,
irrespective of cause, seemed to increase sense of cultural, spatial, and
social distance, diminishing willingness to host.

Since the invasion of Ukraine, the media and the British govern-
mental response has shaped an image of Ukrainian refugees that elicits a
sympathetic response based around cultural, social, and geographic
proximity. The media has at times used explicitly racialised language to
describe Ukrainians as different to other ‘refugee groups’ (Blomberg,
2023) as well as centring depictions of Ukrainians using cultural refer-
ence points premised on likeness to Western Europeans (Ellison &
Andrews, 2022). In so doing, hosts presented Ukrainian experiences as
anomalous and therefore more deserving to those of other displaced
groups and conflict zones (Sambaraju & Shrikant, 2023). This allows for
differentiated welcome to Ukrainians, in contrast to other rejected Eu-
ropean groups like Albanians; the drivers of migration contrast between
the two groups with Ukrainians seen as forced migrants while Albanians
as economic migrants (O’Callaghan, 2023). Thus, while both cultural
affinity and proximity to a shared bounded community were important
to evoking host responsibility, the characteristics of displacement and
shared threat was a critical factor.

5.2. Intent and need: seeing the similarity of Ukrainians to those fleeing
violence in WWII

‘Well, this is Europe. People have grandparents who have evacuees during
the Second World War. And my mother-in-law is in her eighties, and had
evacuees staying in Devon, Herefordshire, that sort of thing. And she spoke
about having evacuees from London is a similar sort of spirit. It is a blitz spirit,
isn’t it?’ Interview, Ben.

In marketing the programme, the government framing constructed
Ukrainians in the image of previous victims of WWII; this was significant
in motivating hosts. In public statements, the government encouraged
the British public to see Ukrainians similarly to hosted children during
the Kindertransport program: ‘In 1939 the people of the UK opened their
hearts and homes to children fleeing from the Nazis and we look back on that
‘Kindertransport’ as an act of culture-defining hospitality. With the invasion
of Ukraine, the largest refugee crisis in Europe since the second world war is
unfolding’ (Sanctuary Foundation Director, Dr Krish Kandiah in Press
Release, in UK Department of Levelling Up (2022). This representation
also creates a discursive bridge for the British public with a conflict to
which their families contributed. The state used the evocation of pride in
hospitality (El-Abed, 2014), to engender responsibility in hosts. The
public saw themselves in a similar role with a remade enemy, contrib-
uting to a similarly positioned war effort. In this case, this response was
nationalistic rather than a subversion of state hostile policies (Mason &
Hughes, 2024).

Several hosts had parents who had hosted children or refugees dur-
ing the World War II, and this served as rational for accepting re-
sponsibility. Hosting allowed hosts to embody familial acts of hospitality
of which they were proud. Others had grandparents and parents who
had been victims and fled concentration camps or the conflict and had
relied on acts of hospitality for survival. World War II and the memory of
family dependency on willing hosts was a motivation for interviewees in
that case, like Rob, ‘My father was a refugee. He was in the Auschwitz
concentration camp. So, he came over here after the war. He was in the
holding camp for a long time, and he found it difficult to find somebody to
help’ (Rob). In this case, the individual was fulfilling a vital role on
which their family depended. Hosting was seen as a familial duty or
essential to supporting family life.
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The portrayal of the displaced Ukrainian population as similar to
WWII victims shaped host responses of welcome. Hosts like Zoe below
described it both in terms of the similarity of the British role, and the
similarity of the characteristics of displaced victims, ‘I’'m just mindful of
things like, in the Second World War, people ... was it Anne Frank ... people
taking in Jewish refugees from Nazi Germany’ (Zoe). The social and cul-
tural proximity achieved by depicting Ukrainians as Europeans under
threat by WWII foes was a powerful motivator:

‘If that were my sister, my daughter, I would like to think somebody would
open their homes - and I am not risking my life. People risked their lives
during the war to house a Jewish family and so on. Would I be brave
enough? I don’t know. That is a different ball game, but not enough
countries opened their doors, and it is somewhat personal for me. I am not
Jewish myself, but my mum’s best friend was Jewish. We were brought up
to celebrate Passover and Hanukkah and so on and likewise Christmas.
And I have seen the tattoos. I have had other personal experiences with
survivors ... I just think to myself, my God, you know? We need to be more
humane; we need to do more to help each other. And so that is why I did
it.” (Helen)

This was relational, as in hosts related to the experiences of the
Ukrainians based on their own experiences of displacements or exposure
to previous generations of victims. This framing emphasised the hospi-
tality on which their family members had relied and their sentiment that
they could ‘repay’ the favour. Hosts spoke to the necessity of hosting
during WWII as similar to now. The responsibility to prior generations as
well as displaced Ukrainians, combined with the scale of the crisis and
its proximity, drove responsibility for hosts. Albert speaks to this,

‘In my lifetime this is the biggest human made crisis in a sense. So, I know
our parents were war children, they were evacuated and relied on the
hospitality of others too. And for the first time in my lifetime, that sort of
need has presented ... I think being of the generation whose parents went
through that, you know. They lived through the Second World War and
obviously we feel a connection to that time, and God forbid that we are
heading for a third World War, but I mean there are parallels.” (Albert).

From this vantage point, hosts wanted to be a part of this genera-
tion’s duty served by contributing to war efforts. This speaks to the age
of hosts and their generation; they had memories of WWII passed along
intergenerationally that shaped their perceptions of Europe. The pride
was communicated rather than lived and speaks to the relational tem-
poral element (Barnett, 2005) of proximity.

5.3. The role of gender and family status: creating a sense of worth and
vulnerability

‘I am very aware that it is just the men coming over and you did not see the
women. I would not do it [host] them because they are just looking out for
themselves, and it was selfish that the women stayed, and the men were
getting out. It is not quite right that. I am sure it is not all like that, but that
is how it was portrayed on the news .... In Ukraine they were taking a
stand and looking after the women, so it is completely different for me’
(Harry).

The common depiction of bogus asylum seekers prevalent in UK
rhetoric about migrants was essentially absent in the framing of Ukrai-
nians (Bowling & Westenra, 2020; O’Callaghan, 2023). The govern-
mental websites and media coverage framed the Ukrainian displaced as
vulnerable and unthreatening. These depictions reference ‘families’ and
‘courage,’ as well as referring to Ukraine as a great country, ‘The courage
shown by the Ukrainian people in the face of devastation caused by the in-
vasion of their great country is nothing short of remarkable’ (UK Department
of Levelling Up, 2022). These depictions were a result of the emigration
policies in place within Ukraine: Ukraine barred military age men from
exiting the country and so women travelled alone with children. The
visibility of vulnerable women and children traveling alone played in to
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paternalistic ideas that hosts could fulfil in their role as hosts. The
incomplete family structure also helped in convincing hosts that the
Ukrainians were not intent on staying and therefore the burden would
be less on them, and the nation.

Common depictions of other groups of refugees and asylum seekers
are as ‘faceless’ masses, without individual characteristics. Their iden-
tities were ‘reduced to generalized bodies’ whose individualized expe-
riences were not meaningful (Hakli & Kallio, 2021). Because refugees
and asylum seekers are not physically present in public spaces due to
policies, they have few opportunities to articulate their individual
identities (Hakli & Kallio, 2021). While these tropes take multiple forms
the dominant is of the undeserving or clandestine refugee most
commonly depicted as a single male; perhaps second most common, the
dependent and child-like refugee (ibid).

However, while Ukrainians were depicted en masse it was in their
sense of deservingness for protection. A component of this was the need
to protect women and children seen as particularly vulnerable. Some
hosts situated their desire to help and specifically to help women and
children within Judaeo-Christian narratives,

‘The day after it was first suggested to us that this might be a good match, I
was reading in my Bible. This was the verse in my reading for the day,
which was so bizarre, I have never seen this before, but it says to defend
the fatherless and the widow, and love the foreigner residing among you
by giving them food and clothing. And we thought, both the widow and the
fatherless, what are we going to be doing on a very basic level is providing
food and clothing, you know. And when I said to [host name male], look
at this there’s funny verse tucked away in Deuteronomy which isn’t a
book that you normally go to for light relief, we thought, well, it kind of all
feels good, and we had a real sense of peace about it.” (Jon).

Further, the ability to screen potential guests allowed hosts to
interface with Ukrainians. They were not anonymous, instead the HfU
matching process humanized them. This helped create personal
connections.

Additionally, hosts cited the decision of men to stay behind and fight
in the Ukraine as a reason for hosting Ukrainians women and children.
Hosts constructed men in this narrative as brave, which they juxtaposed
to other displaced populations who they perceived fled and abandoned
their families: Ukrainians ‘put the women first, they look after the family ...
It is not just me, me, me and the women just trail behind and carry the
children and go and queue for the water for 2 day at the time’ (Rob). This
gendered depiction of need and complimentary masculinized courage
present in media analyses carried through to host motivations factoring
into the decision to host Ukrainians.

The protection discourses—to protect women and children, con-
trasted to a counternarrative of exclusion directed towards male asylum
seekers. Male gender made other migrant and refugee groups less sym-
pathetic to hosts and therefore less deserving. Their admission as asylum
seekers undercut their deservingness (despite this being the only route of
entry) because it meant they were seeking permanent settlement rather
than temporary accommodation, like Ukrainian families. Beth sum-
marised in her interview, ‘I think part of the thing with Syria is that it is
mainly young men who are not seen as people in need. They could have sought
refuge in other places on their way to us. And their need is not the same as
primarily women and children who, through no fault of their own, have been
put in a situation of danger and just need somewhere to live. They are not
seeking asylum, so their intention is they want to go back. They do not want to
live here ... So for a temporary period of time then, yes’ (Beth). This
description of Ukrainians and the framing of the displacement also de-
picts Ukrainians as temporary guests. Hosts saw Ukrainian families as
incomplete (absent male partners) and therefore destined to return. This
sense of temporariness that made hosting seem like less of a commitment
and the gender composition elicited a sympathetic response.

When not portrayed as selfish or cowardly, hosts viewed men
arriving from other geographies as a threat to the household. Hosts
declined to host men and overwhelmingly had women and girls in their
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homes. Hosts and host family safety served as a justification for not
having male displaced persons in the house, but particularly Syrian or
Afghani men: ‘Syria. I think in my mind, most refugees from Syria are young
men. Now ... we would not have ever hosted a young man in our house. It just
would be inappropriate with three teenagers. Maybe that’s a cop out. I do not
know’ (Jamie). This did not apply to Ukrainians, because Ukrainian men
had, in the narrative, valiantly remained in Ukraine.

Women and children were portrayed as seeking safety, rather than
migrating for a better life and therefore more widely welcomed (Bilgen
et al., 2023). This ignores the policy of forced conscription that pre-
vented men from leaving Ukraine. Host commentaries omit the consti-
tutive power of those legal frameworks in creating legal pathways for
Ukrainians while criminalising male asylum seekers who lack access to
those same routes.

5.4. Implications of spatial proximity and relational responsibility

Building on Ahmed (2007), socio-spatial exposure was important in
the humanisation process and in embedding likeness. The spatial prox-
imity in the stages of hosting exposed intimate domestic spaces to guests
for often extended periods of time. This in turn created, in hosts, a sense
of commonality ‘established familiarity’: intersubjectively establishes
and mutually shared lived space of the family (Kallio, 2016). Further,
the programme provided access to welfare benefits and a pathway to
work, highlighting the capacity of Ukrainians to contribute positively to
the UK.

The HfU scheme fostered bodily proximity by housing Ukrainian
people in British people’s homes giving them the opportunity to absorb
cultural knowledge and demonstrate knowability to British people.
Housed in people’s homes, Ukrainians worked with hosts in their gar-
dens, had the opportunity to practice English and went to drop-in
groups, shared cooking and eating responsibilities (or not), and made
use of local knowledge (e.g., of hosts) or technology that could again
facilitate inclusion—like school enrolment and locating work. Secondly,
the post-arrival pathway facilitated spatial integration and social
interaction with the British public that had secondary effects for their
incorporation. Meaning, the design of the HfU scheme created a cycle of
secondary effects that promoted the inclusion of Ukrainians by
providing ways in which the British public and Ukrainians could interact
with and be exposed to each other. This chiefly included work, but also
the ability to participate in normative temporal rhythms like attending
church, school, or dating (Dotsey & Lumley-Sapanski, 2021). Familiarity
and likeness were built through these opportunities for cultural ex-
change. This in turn better situates Ukrainians for ‘integration’ and
‘absorption’ rather than more common sociospatial marginalization
typified by the experience of asylum seekers.

6. Conclusion

This research explored the motivations of British hosts participating
in the Homes for Ukraine scheme. Findings indicate that the HfU pro-
gram’s structure and governmental and media discourses depicted
Ukrainians inside familiar narratives and tropes (e.g., the vulnerable
woman). These narratives not only characterised Ukrainians as similar
to the British culturally (shared values and lifestyles) but provided a
familiar role for the British to play that built upon a national identity of
hospitality typified in acts of hosting to ‘similar’ guests. These feelings of
social, cultural and geopolitical proximity between host and guests
created a sense of responsibility motivating hosts. In devolving migrant
screening and hosting to hosts responsible for implementing inclusion or
exclusion criteria the HfU functions as a mechanism of the larger
bordering processes.

More specifically, our analysis identifies three interlinking forms of
proximity that motivate host willingness to welcome ‘the stranger’:
geopolitical, sociocultural, and narrative. First, hosts saw the Ukraine as
a member the European community. Ukrainians’ European identity
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meant that the Russian invasion was a threat to the European commu-
nity as a whole, of which hosts felt a part. This made the conflict feel
spatially proximate and triggered a sense of responsibility to European
neighbours. Second, the Europeanness of Ukrainians meant that hosts
perceived shared cultural and social values. In turn hosts saw the in-
vasion as a threat to their own values which provided hosting motiva-
tion. Finally, narratives likened Ukrainian victims to those displaced in
WWIL. This was made possible because Ukrainians fit the demographics
of previous waves of displaced (e.g. Kindertransport) as implicitly white,
European women and children facing a threat within Europe. In turn,
hosts saw themselves fulfilling the lauded role of British hosts as their
predecessors had done. Importantly, we see how all three forms of
proximity derive from membership within a European community.
Perceptions of responsibility are based on this membership and the
implicated forms of proximity. The government’s response and media
depictions of the conflict were essential in reinforcing this sense of
shared common identity and drawing the bounds of the European
community to define Ukrainians as welcomed guests.

Other nationalities seeking humanitarian protection were not
included within this welcome. The cognitive dissonance expressed in the
interviews reflects the broader tension between the form and function of
British hospitality, as explored in existing literature (Bernhardt, 2023;
Gibson, 2003). The state can and does extend hospitality and projects its
identity as a welcoming place to those it portrays and conceives as
deserving while simultaneously policing its borders and protecting its
citizenry from those they consider to threaten it. Together - climates of
hospitality and deterrence - allow the state to build an image of pro-
tection, of a secure home space (Walters, 2004) that rejects threats to
that security (Darling, 2013) while portraying itself as a place of hos-
pitality through fulfilment of welcome to those ‘deserving’ (Gibson,
2003). This selectivity of British hospitality is predicated on deserv-
ingness and while shaped by law, defined by geography, gender and age
categories (Bernhardt, 2023; Darling, 2011; Kushner, 2018).

The fact that welcome through the HfU is anomalous in the reception
of the displaced more generally is problematic. Host portrayals of others
seeking refuge lack context; they omit the larger politics of mobility
(Ahmed, 2007), the larger structural factors which contribute to the
composition of migratory flows and the need for people to leave their
home nations. In particular, the lack of ‘safe and legal routes’ available
to others means other forced migrants must move ‘irregularly,’ crimi-
nalising themselves in the process of seeking asylum (Lumley-Sapanski
& Schwarz, 2024). In turn, their illegalisation is used against them in
justifying further border enforcement. Recently, for example, govern-
mental officials referred to asylum seekers from Albania as ‘Albanian
criminals’ and vowed to deport them (O’Callaghan, 2023). The differ-
ence in governmental language is reflected in the host reception towards
migrants more generally captured here (Gibson, 2003/2016). In this
way, we observe bordering and borders operating unintentionally
through hosts. Their gaze determines the reception of guests (Ahmed,
2007); their role in determining migrant suitability shapes the bounds
and composition of Britishness.

Despite its positive elements it is important to note that the HfU
scheme has not been a categorical win for Ukrainians. The individual-
ized matching enabled by the programme allowed the host and guest to
find a suitable arrangement unlike other asylum seekers or refugees.
This provision of ‘choice’ helped to ensure that the programme would be
an acceptable arrangement for both host and guest. Yet, the devolved
matching model of the HfU presents potential problems for those unable
to suitably match or find a willing host. Further, the program provided
no transition for guests exiting hosting or access to long term solutions.
Concerns over former HfU participant homelessness and destitution
have been identified (United Kingdom House of Commons Committee of
Public Accounts, 2024). Finally, and relatedly: the HfU scheme was
intended to be a short-term solution to the Russian invasion, with the
aim of Ukrainians being able to return home. There was little substantive
planning to address what will happen to those Ukrainians who do not
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want or are unwilling to return. As the war continues and Ukrainians
increasingly settle and contribute to UK society and its economy —the
narrative and the welcome may shift.
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