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WELCOME TO THIS BRIEF CULTURAL GUIDE

Introduction

Through the UK government’s Homes for Ukraine scheme, it is 
important for us to note the inevitable challenges faced by 
Ukrainians who have been forced to flee their own homes and 
the UK hosts, adapting to the sharing of their homes. Having a 
better understanding of cultural differences may help both 
Ukrainians and UK hosts enjoy a more harmonious living 
experience together.

Culture is complicated. Our individual cultural make up is 
influenced by much more than our nationality. National culture 
is just one way of looking at cultural difference and this means 
that the information that the Refugees and Persons Who Seek 
Asylum (RAAS) group has put together represents a tendency 
or a trend and may not map onto an individual directly.

It is worth mentioning that cultural research is largely based on 
peace time activity. How we react in stressful and distressing 
situations can transcend culture and cause unexpected 
behaviours.

We hope this guide can help build confidence and offer 
an insight into cultural attitudes, views and behaviours.
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GENERAL INFO

Capital: Kyiv (pronounced Kay yeev)
Time Zone: Kyiv is GMT plus 2 hours
People: 44.8 mn. Ukrainian 78%; 
Russian 17.3%; Belarusian, 
Moldovan, Crimean Tatar, Bulgarian, 
Hungarian, Romanian, Polish all 
under 1%
Languages: Ukrainian (official) 
67.5%; Russian (regional language) 
30%; other 3%
Religion: Ukrainian Orthodox; 
Ukrainian Greek Catholic Church; 
Roman Catholic, Protestant, Muslim, 
Jewish 

Ukraine is a the second largest country in Europe. It is bordered by Poland, Slovakia, Hungary, 
Romania and Moldova to the west; Belarus to the north; Russia to the east and the Black Sea 
and Sea of Azov to the south. The landscape is diverse and ranges from treeless plains to 
marshes and forests. About 65% of the plains are cloaked by rich black earth which accounts for 
Ukraine’s high output of vegetables, grain and other commercial crops.
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Ukraine is a diverse country in Eastern Europe with a mix of Eastern and 
Western European traditions and influences. Although it is the second 
largest country in Europe and shares similar cultures with neighbouring 
countries such as Russia, Poland and Belarus it is not a member of the EU. It 
is an old nation but a new state becoming independent again in 1991 with 
the dissolution of the Soviet Union. Some see this as an unnatural break in 
the unity of Slavic peoples.

Culture has been central to Ukraine’s response to threat from Russia which 
has sought to create identity rifts in Ukrainian society to promote a divisive 
historical and cultural narrative. The invasion has no doubt solidified a sense 
among Ukrainians that their identity is distinct and that they are in no way 
Russian.



Hospitality is a byword for Ukraine. Even in the hardest times when shops are empty 
and food lines are long the spirit of hospitality remains. The best food is always for 
the guest and it is not uncommon for guests to honour the host by asking for second 
helpings. In the UK in an informal or  family setting it is perfectly permissible to do 
this too.

Due to economic hardships during the Soviet era, Ukrainians have become 
accustomed to dining out on special occasions. They love to have fun, socialise after 
work, drink horilka (Ukrainian strong spirit) and raise plenty of toasts. People in the 
UK also tend to dine out on special occasions, have fun and socialise after work. There 
is also a very active pub culture in the UK and it is not unusual to meet friends any 
time for a drink-or several!

Tea
The culture of tea is as significant in Ukraine as 
it is in the UK but it is taken a little differently. A 
common choice is black tea with lemon and 
sugar-or honey. Another one is black tea with 
confiture/jam. Tea with milk, the way it is taken 
in the UK, is not as popular.

Bread
Ukrainians love bread. Not necessarily 
toast bread but loaf bread-sourdough, 
wholemeal etc. And when there is bread 
being consumed so is butter, preferably 
regular butter and not the easy spread 
one. 

HOSPITALITY
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INGREDIENTS THAT ARE COMMON 
IN A UKRAINIAN HOME

Here is a list of ingredients that are commonly found in a Ukrainian home. 
Having several of these items in your pantry as a UK host will make them 
feel more welcomed and comforted. Olia Hercules cookery books 
provides a good source for Ukrainian recipes. https://oliahercules.com/ 

Source: Olia Hercules. 
https://www.facebook.com/olia.hercules

Fresh food
q Fresh Dill (a lot of it)
q Beetroot
q Potatoes
q Cabbage
q Carrots
q Onions
q Garlic
q Spring onions
q Apples
q Clementines
q Lemons
q Mushrooms (fresh & dry)

Pantry
q Unrefined sunflower oil (Clearspringuk)
q Tinned tomatoes
q Honey
q Sauerkraut 
q Fermented gherkins
q Toasted Buckwheat (Polish shop)
q Good rye bread (especially with 

coriander and caraway seeds)
q Some fluffy white bread or sourdough
q Basmati rice
q Red kidney beans
q Frozen sour cherries
q Camomile tea
q Apricot jam/preserve
q Raspberry jam
q Some English biscuits
q Poppy seeds
q Sunflower seeds
q Pumpkin seeds
q White flour

Meat
q Mince (pork or beef)
q Good chicken
q Chipolata or other plain sausages
q Kabanos sausages
q Lardo, pancetta or streaky bacon

Dairy
q Frozen varenyky or pierogi 

dumplings (Polish shop)
q Full-fat creme fraiche, sour 

cream or yogurt (big tub)
q Eggs
q Full fat milk
q Good butter
q Twarog cheese (Polish shop)
q Emmental or gouda cheese
q Good vanilla custard
q Kefir or ryazhanka (baked milk 

yogurt)
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Eastern European houses tend to be very warm in winter. 
Many people live in blocks of flats and these are communally 
heated by the Council so heating is “blasting”. It is a surprise to 
most Eastern Europeans when they visit their British friends 
how cold the houses are. This has been made worse in the UK 
by the energy crisis and the rising cost of fuel. 

It might be a good idea to offer your Ukrainian guests an 
extra blanket or hot water bottle while they adapt to their 
new home.

Slippers are very important and worn 
in most Ukrainian homes. It is very 
likely that your guests will either 
bring slippers with them or wish to 
purchase a pair. Some people change 
into “lounge wear” as soon as they 
come into the house. Many were told 
by older generations that wearing 
“out of the house” clothes inside 
brings in dust and dirt from the 
streets and they will insist on wearing 
two different outfits throughout the 
day depending on whether they are 
in or out. This is not so common in 
the UK.

COMFORT
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Ukrainian society has always been based on close ties. Community spirit is evident in times 
of hardship, sadness and joy. It becomes a survival mechanism to enable the nation to get 
through its tragic history.

Over 70% of Ukrainians live in small apartments with two or three bedrooms, often with 
three generations under one roof. Families are close knit and the extended family is a 
source of help and support and there is a strong tradition of duty and responsibility for the 
elderly.

Ukrainian villages still keep the tradition of helping each other with the harvest, such as 
when neighbours, friends and relatives all come over for a “potato digging party”. A little 
like the camaraderie displayed in “tattie week” in Scotland in the past. Regrettably this has 
become a less apparent feature of British culture, linked with a tendency towards 
individualism.

In the Ukraine, sometimes parents are known to be over protective towards their children. 
There is a joke “Let me help my children until they retire”. The Western idea of fleeing the 
nest is replaced by the notion of a life-long close bond with parents.

On the whole Ukrainian community culture encourages an outgoing and sociable attitude, 
with people feeling comfortable to sing and dance in groups as well as enjoy being 
outdoors. 

COMMUNITY SPIRIT
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WOMEN IN SOCIETY
Throughout Ukrainian history with its centuries of trials and wars men 
were away fighting for their country-as now- and strong, independent 
minded women raised children and farmed the land. The sense of duty 
towards family and children has resulted to a certain extent in Ukrainian 
women being seen as a “hearth keepers”. Ukraine is mostly a patriarchal 
society and sometimes women are seen in their traditional roles. Chivalry 
is an important part of male behaviour and men often assist women with 
coats and heavy bags and stand up when a woman enters the room on 
social occasions.

Ukrainian women take care of their appearance and fashions are similar 
to those in Western European countries. 
Older women may dress more conservatively and sometimes in rural 
areas wear dresses and cover their heads with scarves. 

In the UK attitudes towards gender 
roles in work and at home are 
changing with a moving away from 
views of men as breadwinners and 
women as homemakers. However, 
women make up two thirds of those in 
low paid jobs and at the other end of 
the pay spectrum female bosses earn 
three quarters of what their male 
colleagues earn.

Olena Zelenska, Wife of 
President Volodymyr Zelensky of 

Ukraine, in 2019 in Riga, Latvia. © SIETAR UK. 2022. 



PUBLIC HOLIDAYS: UKRAINE
The Ukrainian generosity of spirit is evident in the inclusive 
way they enjoy their celebrations. The following are the key 
holidays which Ukrainians may wish to celebrate when in 
the UK.

New Year’s Day
According to surveys January 1st, New Year’s Day is the favourite Ukrainian 
holiday. 

Orthodox Christmas – 7th January
Ukrainians celebrate Christmas according to the Julian calendar which 
therefore means Christmas falls on the 7th January. Christmas is a holy day full 
of church, food and family. Ukrainian Christmas dinner consists of 12 
traditional dishes which symbolise the 12 apostles.

International Women’s Day, March 8th
This is a fully fledged celebration in Ukraine and a day of ultimate leisure for 
women. Spring flowers and compliments for the women.

St Nicholas Day – 19th December
This is the day that marks the beginning of the winter holiday season and 
when Ukrainian children receive gifts. 

Easter
Easter baskets are filled with butter, 
meat, salt and sugar(cake) - all 
things fasted from during lent. 
Baskets are taken to church on 
Easter Saturday to be blessed and to 
break the fast eaten for Easter 
breakfast.
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PUBLIC HOLIDAYS: UK
Many of the holidays in the UK are similar to those in Ukraine. Christmas is 
celebrated in the UK with gift giving and family gatherings. The festivities 
continue the day after Christmas, Boxing Day, which traditionally was when 
wealthy people would give their servants a Christmas box.

Bank Holidays
A bank holiday is a national public holiday in the United Kingdom, Republic of 
Ireland and the Channel Islands. The term refers to all public holidays in the 
UK, be they set out in statute, declared by royal proclamation, or held 
by convention under common law. Bank holidays can be found here: 
https://www.gov.uk/bank-holidays

New Year’s Eve
This is one of the most important dates on the calendar in the UK and usually 
celebrated with municipal fireworks displays, parties and gatherings to see 
the new year in. This is particularly so in Scotland where there is a tradition of 
“Hogmanay “ and “first footing” to cross the threshold of neighbours and 
friends after midnight to wish them a Happy New Year. The 1st of January is a 
public holiday in England and both 1st and 2nd are holidays in Scotland.

Easter
Both Good Friday and Easter Monday are 
holidays in England and just Good Friday in 
Scotland. Good Friday is typically celebrated 
with Easter eggs, the Easter Bunny and “Hot 
Cross Buns.

Guy Fawkes or Bonfire Night
On 5th November 1605, Guy Fawkes planned 
to blow up the houses of Parliament. He 
failed and the occasion has subsequently 
been celebrated with fireworks and burning 
a “guy” on a bonfire. 
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GIFT GIVING
Gift giving is important in 
Ukraine.  High quality local 
products and flowers are 
well appreciated. Flowers 
are brought to birthday 
parties and to teachers on 
the first day of school. 
Symbols of grief and 
symbols of reunion. 

Your Ukrainian guests may 
well wish to give you 
flowers. It is important to 
note that the number, 
colour and type of flower all 
carry a special meaning.  For 
example an even number of 
flowers is for funerals and 
yellow is a colour that 
expresses farewell.

Flowers in the UK are often given on special occasions like 
birthdays, anniversaries and Valentine’s Day. There are no 
specific customs regarding quantity or type of flower although 
lilies do tend to represent bereavement and roses romance.
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NAMES, GREETINGS AND FORMS OF ADDRESS

Names, greetings and forms of address
A full Ukrainian name consists of three parts: a family name, a 
given name, and a patronymic name which is a middle name. 

Patronymic refers to a person’s father’s name: Petrovych
(Petro’s son); Petrivna (Petro’s daughter). The patronymic name 
is used in formal speech and especially when approaching an 
elder or unknown person.

All three parts could be derived from one name which can be 
very confusing for British people, e.g. Petrenko Petro 
Petrovych. There is also a tradition of using the shortened form 
of the name or nickname. 

For example, the popular but long name, Oleksandr, could be 
contracted to Sasha, Shura, or Sania.  To make it maybe even 
more confusing to British people is that there is no direct 
equivalent in Ukraine of Mr, Mrs, Miss and Ms. You may use 
Pan (Mr) followed by (surname) for respect or Pani (Mrs). 

To avoid a misunderstanding it might be wise to ask 
your Ukrainian guests how they wish to be 
addressed. At the same time indicate how you wish 
to be addressed. 
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GENERAL CULTURAL CHARACTERISTICS

Many middle-class people in Ukraine are still financially struggling and 
many, especially the elderly, live below the poverty line. Despite this 
there is a growing affluent, professional class. Since independence 
from the Soviet Union in 1991, a greater array of consumer goods has 
become available and people aspire to the same sort of life style and 
luxuries as those in many Western countries. 

The UK scores well on the OECD Better Life Index (2021) but currently 
many families are also struggling due to a combination of factors such 
as Brexit, impact of Covid, rising inflation and cost of living increases. 

An attachment to the 
land as people have been 

farming for hundreds of 
years.

An optimistic 
attitude to life 

despite its 
unpredictability and 

challenges. 

A sense of humour and 
tendency to laugh at 
their own troubles.

A tradition of hospitality, 
generosity and warmth 
which has its roots in the 
Ukrainian agricultural 
past.
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GENERAL CULTURAL CHARACTERISTICS

Attitude to Time
Ukrainians can have a more relaxed approach to time and 
less of a sense of urgency than is usual in the UK.  Being late 
can be the norm; meetings are often cancelled or 
rescheduled. It is a good idea to confirm meetings and be 
patient.

Attitude to Space
Personal space tends to be closer than it would be in the UK 
due to years of communal living. Don’t be surprised if your 
guests brush up against you, pat you on the shoulder or hug 
you.

Attitudes to Queueing
British people are renowned for queueing. Some people joke 
that it’s what the British do best. There is even a code of 
conduct. It is associated with duty, taking your turn and fair 
play. And woe betide the queue jumper! Ukrainians have had 
their fair share of queueing particularly during the Soviet era.
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COMMUNICATION
Language Used
Ukrainian is the official language of Ukraine. It is a Slavic language, written 
in the Cyrillic alphabet of 33 letters. It is closely related to Russian which is 
also a Slavic language and with which it shares over 50% of its vocabulary. 
Russian was also an official language during the Soviet period. It is still 
widely spoken and is the primary language of ethnic Russians and other 
ethnic group in Ukraine. 

Ethnic minorities often speak their respective native languages including 
Polish, Hungarian and Romanian. Ukrainians can be gracious and polite but 
direct in their communication style relative to British people. As a result 
they may sound abrupt to British ears. 

In March 2022 Ukraine asked the world to discard the outdated Russian 
version spelling of their cities. Kyiv not Kiev; Lviv and not Lvov; and Ukraine 
and not The Ukraine. The use of the article relates to the time before 
independence in 1991 when Ukraine was a republic of the Soviet Union. 
The distinction between Russian and Ukrainian spellings and 
pronunciations is vital to recognizing the two countries as separate 
entities.

Ukrainians enjoy conversation. If you offer 
the simple greeting, “how are you” you 

might receive a detailed response! And if 
in turn you answer simply “fine” this may 

be construed as unfriendly or curt 
behaviour. 
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COMMUNICATION

Let your guests introduce difficult topics such 
as the war and the hardships experienced by 

the country over the decades. 

Facial 
expressions can 
be reserved and 
smiling at 
strangers is rare. 
Approval can be 
expressed by 
nodding the 
head or giving 
the thumbs up 
gesture rather 
like in the UK. 
Pointing the 
index finger is 
considered rude.

Saying “Thank you”
This is not as widely 
used as in the UK. In 
Ukraine it tends to 
be reserved for 
strangers or 
professional 
acquaintances. By 
constantly saying 
“thank you”, you 
may be implying 
that that person is 
not a friend.

Singing
Ukrainian folk 
culture and 
singing are 
expressions of the 
Ukrainian national 
identity. 
Ukrainians love 
singing after 
meals or whilst 
drinking an 
alcoholic 
beverage. 
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Additional Resources

§ Ukrainian Embassy: https://uk.mfa.gov.ua/en

§ Association of Ukrainians in Great Britain (AUGB) -
https://www.augb.co.uk

§ Official government site/: Moving to the UK from 
Ukraine. https://www.gov.uk/guidance/move-to-the-
uk-if-youre-from-ukraine

§ Refugease: https://www.refugease.org/resources-for-
ukrainians

§ UNCHR UK Ukraine information: 
https://www.unhcr.org/uk/unhcr-uk-information-and-
links-on-ukraine-situation.html

§ Open University: Free online courses and resources. 
https://www.open.edu/openlearn/supporting-
ukrainians
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Financial Times Q&A Guide for Ukrainian Refugees and UK Hosts

Source: 
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Financial Times Q&A Guide for Ukrainian Refugees and UK Hosts
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Decoding UK & Ukraine Culture
A supplement to the Insights Into Ukrainian and UK Culture Guide
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De-Coding Culture – Ukraine & UK Culture Comparisons
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Format:
• You will see for each cultural dimension, a visual representation of the comparisons 

between Ukraine & UK, accompanying this is an overview of the cultural dimension to 
help provide context.

• You will see a description of each of the 2 country perspectives related to their score.
• Some probable observations, relating to the results of the score of each of the 

dimension are included in the table.
• There are some recommendations/considerations included, designed to stimulate your 

own thinking to develop strategies to manage these valuable relationships.

Scores 
• Scores above 50 tend to be considered to be on the high side, below 50 on the low side
• Similar scores may suggest similar cultural attributes hence minimising the potential of 

challenges 
• Identifying the scores with the biggest differences between 2 countries may suggest 

additional consideration 
• Always remember when comparing country culture there is no “Right” or “Wrong” – just 

“Difference” see suggested “Solutions” to help bridge cultural gaps

Caution
It is important to recognise that this guide is designed to simply help you make sense of cultural differences. It can be used as a starting point for developing a better 
intercultural understanding. However, please see below why you should be cautious with the scores provided from the cultural dimensions & proposed cultural value 
dimensions: 

1. These scores are based on historical research & are not based on representative samples from each country (see Minkov, 2018).
2. The scores refer to national cultures & not the values of an individual. More specifically, we can all be aware of what behaviours or attitudes are expected of us by the 

cultural group we belong to; this does not mean we act upon these expectations. e.g., Punctuality in Germany is deemed to be important; this does not mean that all 
Germans are punctual but have a 'right' to be angry if someone does not fulfil this group expectation.

Source: https://www.hofstede-insights.com/country-comparison/ukraine,the-uk/

How to Use This Guide

This guide has been produced to help people from the UK & Ukraine to develop respect & understanding of each other’s cultural differences. The De-Coding 
Culture Comparison Guide below has been adapted from Hofstede Insights Country Comparisons website. The aim is to help people from the UK & Ukraine to seek 
a level of harmony when they are living in a cultural environment different to their own. Having intercultural knowledge allows us to understand the reasons why 
people from different cultures behave differently to that of our own. Having this knowledge may increase the likelihood of avoiding misunderstanding & build a 
positive rapport between the 2 cultures.



Perception of Societal Power
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Individualism & Collectivism
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Perception of Societal Competition, Achievement & Success 
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Societal Perception of Future Ambiguity
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The Degree Societies Maintain Links with their Past
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Indulgent or Restrained Socialisation
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