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Abstract 

 
 

In 2022, the arrival of Ukrainian exiles in France prompted significant mobilisation—not only 

among government services but also among civil society, especially in the early months of the 

war. This study examines the role of private hospitality extended by citizens in rural areas and 

small towns, who welcomed and supported Ukrainian refugees within their communities. 

Drawing on a 2023 survey conducted in the Vienne and Vendée departments, the research 

explores the distinctive conditions of reception in sparsely populated areas and traces the 

evolution of the initial wave of solidarity. Findings highlight two major dynamics: a significant 

loss of autonomy for the people hosted, and a heavy mental burden for the hosts, whose 

responsibilities extended well beyond accommodation to include transport, administrative 

assistance and support with daily activities. 

 
Keywords: exile, Ukraine, hosting, rural. 

 
 

Résumé (in French) 

 

L’accueil des Ukrainiens en France en 2022 a montré une mobilisation importante des 

services de l’État pour l’accueil des réfugiés, mais également de la société civile qui s’est 

mobilisée, notamment au cours des premiers mois de la guerre, pour accueillir les exilés 

ukrainiens partout en France. Cet article revient sur l’hospitalité privée qui s’est manifestée de 

la part de nombreux citoyens dans des territoires ruraux ou des petites villes, pour aider et 

accueillir des Ukrainiens. À partir d'une enquête réalisée en 2023 auprès de familles d'accueil 

et de personnes accueillies dans les départements de la Vienne et de la Vendée, nous avons 

cherché à comprendre les spécificités d'un accueil dans un territoire à faible densité, tout en 

analysant l'évolution du premier élan de solidarité de 2022, notamment en ce qui concerne les 

particularités d'un accueil en milieu rural. Les expériences de l’hospitalité privée qui ressortent 

de l’enquête montrent que la ruralité impose d’une part une perte d’autonomie forte pour les 

personnes hébergées, et d’autre part une charge mentale forte pour les accueillants, qui 

dépasse le simple hébergement pour inclure le transport, la prise en charge de certaines 

activités quotidiennes ou l’aide aux démarches administratives.  

 
Mots clés : exil, Ukraine, accueil, rural. 
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Hosting Ukrainian exiles in rural areas: private 

hospitality put to the test 
 

Introduction 
 

The arrival of Ukrainian exiles1 in France—and across Europe as a whole—prompted 

substantial mobilisation of government services to accommodate refugees, alongside a strong 

commitment on the part of civil society. This was particularly noticeable in the early months of 

the war, as people sought to help those fleeing Ukraine (Lacroix, Thouez, 2022 ; Withol de 

Wenden, 2022). Civic responses to migration—especially those involving hospitality—often 

stem from cries for help (Le Blanc & Brugère, 2017 ; Agier, 2018), in which emotion plays a 

key role (Traïni, 2009). These emotions are particularly intense when those offering support 

share their living space with those in need. The proximity and visibility of migrant hardship are 

widely recognised as triggers for civic engagement (Coutant, 2018 ; Masson-Diez, 2020), 

prompting local forms of ‘proximity-based’ solidarity, where visible suffering compels people to 

act within what Boltanski (1993) calls a ‘humanitarian morality’. The Russian invasion of 

Ukraine in February 2022 followed this pattern, sparking individual and collective commitments 

to solidarity and hospitality, whether through long-standing organisations or private citizens 

hosting for the first time. When expressed through civic engagement, hospitality may take the 

form of one-off or ongoing arrangements (Babels, 2019), but in both cases it constitutes private 

hospitality2, which can prove complex in its human implications. Some sociologists even refer 

to it as an ‘ordeal’ (Gerbier-Aublanc, 2018). Accommodation may also take the form of 

independent housing, as is the case with the association 100 pour 1. All of these types of 

assistance and hospitality are established alongside institutional support. These ‘different 

forms of hospitality’ (Boudou, 2012, 2017) involve an array of actors and should be considered 

as a whole. 

 

In its broadest sense, hospitality is ‘a bridge between two worlds’, between ‘the known and 

the unknown, the rooted and the roaming, the friend and the enemy’ (Raffestin, 1997, p. 167). 

It reflects a relationship with others and with otherness. As Derrida (1998) argues, hospitality 

is grounded in a pact—a contract—between host and guest. For many of the citizens involved 

in hosting Ukrainian exiles, this relationship with otherness in the private sphere was either a 

new experience or one transformed by the change in the profile of those being hosted (many 

having previously welcomed people from the Middle East or Africa). It is therefore useful to 

examine this wave of hospitality over time, in light of these interpersonal dynamics and the 

challenges they may bring.  

 

While hospitality may evoke the notion of reciprocity (Mauss, 1950) or gift-giving 

(Montandon, 2004), it is also a deeply political issue—one that requires specific frameworks 

and mechanisms, which Anne Gotman (2001) refers to as ‘the means of hospitality’. Drawing 

                                                 
1 We will use the term ‘exile’ to refer to the Ukrainian migrants who arrived in France following Russia’s 
invasion of Ukraine on 24 February 2022. This broad term highlights the forced nature of their migration 
and encompasses all administrative situations. 
2 We define private hospitality as the act of welcoming and hosting individuals within a private home by 
private citizens. 
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on this concept, we can examine how such ‘means’ operate in the context of civic engagement 

with Ukrainian exiles. This includes assessing the systems of solidarity put in place and their 

sustainability, particularly in relation to the emotional burden such commitments often entail 

(French Red Cross Foundation, 2022; Ronchera, 2022). In addition, we must consider the 

practical challenges involved in areas such as accommodation, health care, psychological 

support, schooling, social integration and mobility.  

 

These questions concerning the ‘means of hospitality’ are especially acute outside major 

urban centres, where challenges related to mobility, access to services and shops, and 

schooling challenges have long been documented—even beyond the issue of hosting 

refugees (Vernières, 2009). In the context of migration, rural areas and small towns have 

played an important role in the French state’s strategy of dispersing asylum-seeker reception 

facilities (Berthomière et al., 2020). Well before the arrival of Ukrainian exiles, these areas 

were already struggling to support migrant populations, whether in terms of medical and social 

services (Hoyez, 2021) or access to transport and local infrastructure (Berthomière et al., 

2020). A growing body of research (Lessault, 2017) has underscored the increasing 

importance of non-urban settings in migration studies, and has highlighted the distinctive 

features of humanitarian assistance and reception in rural and semi-rural settings (Arfaoui, 

2020;  Flamant et al., 2020), particularly with regard to asylum seekers (Bonerandi, 2008). 

 

This study focuses on the civilian population that mobilised to help and host Ukrainians—

sometimes with support from local authorities. It primarily targets assistance with housing, 

through the provision of accommodation and private hospitality—that is, hosting people in 

one’s own home, which Masson-Diez has called ‘the most common and demanding form of 

hospitality’ (2020). In addition to accommodation, we also observed other forms of assistance 

in areas such as help with administrative procedures, access to services and food, education, 

healthcare, French language lessons and emotional support. In line with recent research on 

settlement in sparsely populated areas (Pistre, 2021), our fieldwork focused on rural areas as 

well as small and medium-sized towns to examine the challenges faced by both hosts and 

guests—particularly with regard to transport, access to shops and services, and administrative 

formalities. The goal was to explore how the specific features of hosting in these areas are 

experienced by both parties. We also examined how the initial wave of solidarity evolved over 

time and looked at what its future might hold. After presenting our fieldwork methodology, we 

will outline the main findings in two parts: first, by describing how private hospitality unfolded 

in the context of hosting Ukrainian exiles in rural areas; and second, by highlighting the 

distinctive nature of this form of hospitality, which relies heavily on the active involvement of 

the hosts. 

 

 

Methodology, fieldwork and data 

 

To address our research questions, we conducted a field study in 13 municipalities across 

the departments of Vendée (four municipalities) and Vienne (nine municipalities). Most were 

rural, with only four classified as urban.3 In Vienne (Map 1), the surveyed municipalities were 

within a maximum radius of 35 kilometres from Poitiers (the most distant site). In Vendée 

                                                 
3 We took into account the classification of municipalities suggested by INSEE.  
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(Map 2), they were clustered around the town of Montaigu-Vendée, within a 12-kilometre 

radius. Ten of the municipalities had fewer than 5,000 inhabitants and three had under 1,000. 

As we will show in the findings, hosting conditions varied significantly between the three largest 

municipalities—Poitiers, Montaigu-Vendée and Buxerolles—and others, particularly in terms 

of available services and public transport.  

 

Map 1 – Survey locations in Vienne 

 

 
 

(Legend: Location of interviews conducted in the Vienne department/Interview with hosts / 

Interview with hosted Ukrainians / Municipality where one or more/interviews were 

conducted / Other municipalities in Vienne / Prefecture / Sub-prefecture / Department 

boundary) 
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Sources: Field survey by Jordan Pinel, 2023. Base map: IGN, Admin Express 08/2023. Map 

projection: RGF93/Lambert93. 

Design and production: Jordan Pinel and Nelly Martin, CNRS, University of Poitiers, 

Migrinter U M R, January 2024. 

 

 
Map 2 – Survey locations in Vendée 

 

 
 

 

(Legend: Location of interviews conducted in the Vienne department/Interview with hosts / 

Interview with hosted Ukrainians / Municipality where one or more/interviews were 

conducted / Other municipality in Vienne / Prefecture / Sub-prefecture / Department 

boundary) 

 

Sources: Field survey by Jordan Pinel, 2023. Base map: IGN, Admin Express 08/2023. Map 

projection: RGF93/Lambert93. 

Design and production: Jordan Pinel and Nelly Martin, CNRS, University of Poitiers, 
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Migrinter U M R, January 2024. 

 

 
In total, we conducted 32 semi-structured interviews (25 in Vienne and 7 in Vendée) 

between April and July 2022 with three groups of participants:  

 

1. Twenty interviews with people who had hosted or were still housing Ukrainians4. In 

most cases (15 households), the accommodation consisted of a room in the home or 

a more independent part of the house (often with a separate bathroom). The remaining 

five offered fully independent accommodation. This was usually a separate house, and 

in one case, a mobile home. 

2. Five interviews with Ukrainian exiles hosted by private individuals.5 

3. Seven interviews with other local actors involved in solidarity initiatives: a health centre, 

municipal authorities, local associations and emergency social services (SAMU social). 

 

Two structured interview guides ensured a consistent approach: one for current or former 

hosts (or people who had supported refugees) and one for Ukrainian exiles. We also carried 

out direct field observations in each surveyed municipality. Before or after each interview, we 

listed the local shops and services available, and gauged the distance between key amenities 

and respondents’ homes, on foot or by car. In many cases, we travelled between the nearest 

town and the respondent’s home. With the owners’ permission, we also took photographs of 

some municipalities, businesses and accommodation provided. 

 

 

Describing private hospitality 

 

A sense of urgency and short-term hosting 

 

One of our first findings was the urgent nature of hosting arrangements offered by private 

citizens, outside any institutional or association-based framework. Most of these commitments 

were relatively short-term, often lasting between three and six months, and began in early 

March or early April 2022, just weeks after refugees began arriving in France. Of the 20 host 

households we interviewed, only five were still hosting guests at the time of the survey. These 

departures did not typically stem from a lack of willingness or capacity on the part of the hosts, 

                                                 
4 Four of the interviews were conducted with couples; we therefore refer to households, but the reference 

person is the individual who was initially contacted. The interviewees included 11 women and 13 men, 
with a median age of 63. All were French, except for two: one Franco-Ukrainian and one Belgian. Sixty 
percent of the surveyed households were retired; the remainder were working. All households were 
homeowners. Only three still had children living at home at the time they hosted Ukrainians. However, 
two of these offered separate accommodation. Questions relating to religious or political practices were 
not addressed during the interviews. None of the hosts took in exiles as members of an association, but 
rather as private individuals. 
5 One of the interviews was conducted with a couple. All participants were currently being hosted by 
private individuals. They included an elderly couple (aged 62 and 70), a woman (38 years old) hosted 
with her mother (not interviewed), and three single women (aged 34, 37, and 44). Two of them were 
employed—one as an architect and the other as a farm worker. None had children. They came from the 
Donetsk and Kharkiv regions of eastern Ukraine, areas particularly affected by the conflict. 
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but rather from personal choices made by the exiles, many of whom chose to return to Ukraine 

or move to another country, or opted for accommodation provided by the state. 

 

Around a third of the families we interviewed said their guests had either returned to Ukraine 

or moved to a nearby country, such as Poland or Estonia. These departures began as early 

as June 2022—sometimes in a more structured way, with help from associations that booked 

bus tickets—and always with some form of support from the hosts. This might include 

contacting an association, purchasing tickets or driving guests to a station in Poitiers, Bordeaux 

or Angoulême. When guests chose to return to Ukraine—sometimes to areas still affected by 

conflict—hosts generally respected their decision, but often struggled to understand it. Many 

described these returns as sudden or premature, given how the war was unfolding. With media 

coverage still intense, some hosts—who would otherwise have continued the arrangement—

found the emotional toll hard to bear. Christelle, 66, hosted Marko and Dariya for three months 

in a small unit beside her home in Vienne: ‘I couldn’t believe they wanted to go back there, in 

the middle of a war zone. But it was their decision. I couldn’t stop them. Still, I was worried. I 

kept asking for news. Every day, I’d turn on BFM and see the reports, the bombings, right over 

their region. It was the prime target. Honestly, I couldn’t sleep and I thought about it every day.’  

Decisions to move to independent housing with institutional support caused less anxiety 

and were often seen by hosts as a natural next step. For many, hosting was always intended 

to be temporary. Audacia, the association coordinating support for Ukrainian exiles in the 

Vienne department, assisted most of them between April and June, overlapping with the period 

when private citizens were offering accommodation. One of Audacia’s staff members in 

Poitiers echoed the views expressed by the hosts we interviewed. The association saw a 

resurgence in requests starting in summer 2022, and again in September. Most came from 

individuals who had first been hosted privately during the initial, urgent phase of their exile, 

and later turned to state-supported options seen as longer-term solutions. The staff member 

also described growing fatigue among hosts, many of whom had not expected the 

arrangements to last into the summer: ‘By the summer—July and August—we were 

overwhelmed by requests from Ukrainians who had been staying with volunteer host families 

in Poitiers or in the countryside. They came to us saying, “Find a solution quickly.” And as the 

school holidays approached, I even saw people drop Ukrainians off at our doors with their 

luggage.’ (Employee of the association Audacia, Poitiers).  

People emphasised their guests’ desire for autonomy, which often led them to seek help 

from Audacia. The association was able to find separate housing near Poitiers, frequently in 

areas with regular bus services or within the city itself—locations the guests clearly preferred. 

In these cases, hosts did not interpret the move as distancing or rejection, but rather as a step 

toward self-sufficiency. In fact, many felt relief, since hosting had significantly disrupted their 

routines and become a mental burden, as we will explore below. Nonetheless, many former 

hosts and guests stayed in touch through phone calls, messages, visits or occasional help with 

specific needs. 

Most of the hosting arrangements took place amid a sense of emergency and lasted for a 

relatively short time. Notably, no household in the study took in new guests after their initial 

guests left. Each hosting experience ended once the original guests moved on. Only one family 

continued hosting, and only because they had initially taken in six people in April 2022; after 

four of them left, the remaining two stayed on. 

Longer-term hosting arrangements were less common: only five of the respondents were 

still hosting people they had welcomed at the start of the survey period. The sustainability of 

such hospitality was often tested by a range of factors—often personal—but financial strain 
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and mental fatigue were particularly significant. Hosts responded to these extended situations 

in different ways.  

One couple, who had been hosting two elderly individuals, explained that although the 

arrangement required substantial support—involving transport, administrative assistance and 

financial costs—they did not set a time limit, and were fully aware that, without an end to the 

conflict in Ukraine, their guests would not be leaving: ‘They’re part of the family now, and they’ll 

probably spend their lives here,’ said Stéphane, 53, from Vienne. 

Others found the duration more difficult to manage. Laurent, 45, who had lent a house in 

Vienne to two people, expressed concern about how long the arrangement might continue: 

‘When we took them in, we didn’t think it would last this long. For now, they’re here and we’re 

dealing with it. But if it goes on for much longer, I don’t know how it’s going to work out.’  

For the few hosting arrangements that were still ongoing, it was easy to imagine that the 

protracted nature of the conflict—and the limited prospects of return in some parts of Ukraine—

might undermine long-term arrangements and lead to host fatigue. 

 

Hosting experiences differ  

 

The short duration of many hosting arrangements can partly be explained by the initial 

urgency of the situation. However, several arrangements continued well into 2023. These 

differing timeframes, and the actual experience of providing hospitality, raise questions about 

how prior experience shaped the approach of different hosts. Based on their accounts, we 

identified several distinct profiles, mainly linked to their relationships with hospitality, migration 

and exile.  

 

An initial profile, representing a minority in the study (five host households), includes people 

who regularly hosted migrants before the war in Ukraine. For them, welcoming Ukrainians was 

a continuation of earlier efforts and formed part of a broader political stance. These previous 

hosting experiences were often organised through associations, where private 

accommodation provided by citizens was seen as a way to compensate for the state’s lack of 

hospitality with regard to asylum seekers and migrants as a whole. Hosting was frequently 

driven by political opposition to French migration policy. In this group, welcoming Ukrainian 

exiles—or any other displaced individuals—was viewed as a form of activism. Interviews with 

these hosts revealed strong criticism of the way the government treats migrants, especially 

what they saw as a double standard between Ukrainian exiles and other asylum seekers: ‘It’s 

amazing! The Ukrainians were entitled to everything, but the Senegalese man we hosted two 

years ago—what a nightmare, no rights at all… So, good for the Ukrainians, that’s not the 

issue, but it should be like that for everyone,’ explained Thierry, 63, from Vendée. However, in 

most cases, hosting Ukrainians meant halting other arrangements. Only one person in this 

group was simultaneously hosting a Ukrainian exile and a Sudanese refugee. For the rest, the 

arrival of one or more Ukrainians effectively halted the household’s capacity to host other 

migrants, at least temporarily. 

 

The second profile (15 host households) includes people for whom hosting one or more 

Ukrainian exiles was a first-time experience. Unlike the ‘activist’ group, these ‘novice’ hosts 

were more diverse in both background and motivation. Within this category, we identified three 

overlapping sub-profiles. The first includes individuals who were moved by media coverage of 

the war and responded to public or political appeals to host. They typically began by registering 

with their local town hall or prefecture and were then contacted by an association to arrange 
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accommodation. Their decision was often driven by the emotional impact of the Russian 

invasion: ‘It was war in Europe, right on our doorstep. Of course it hit home,’ admitted Caroline, 

65, from Vendée. The second sub-profile includes people who had personal or organisational 

ties to Ukraine before the conflict. These connections were often still active in March 2022 and 

heightened the emotional response when the war broke out, as it directly affected people they 

knew who were sometimes living in the hardest-hit regions. One example is a Poitiers-based 

association that had regularly hosted Ukrainian agricultural trainees in the past and brought 

over many of those former interns and their families. Another is Olga, a Franco-Ukrainian who 

initially hosted several relatives at the start of the conflict, and later took in other individuals 

through an association. The third sub-profile includes individuals with personal or inherited 

experience of war and displacement, either because they had previously hosted refugees (e.g. 

from the Balkans or from the Second World War) or because their own families had 

experienced exile. This was the case in the village of Dienné (86), in the Vienne department, 

which once straddled the historical boundary between the free and occupied zones of France. 

For these hosts, taking in Ukrainian exiles felt like a continuation of earlier acts of solidarity, 

offering refuge to Europeans fleeing dictatorship and conflict. 

A wide range of factors underpin solidarity in rural areas. However, our survey showed that 

this solidarity often developed gradually—like a snowball effect—thanks to informal networks 

that were newly formed and largely inexperienced in refugee hosting. This was the case in the 

village of Dienné, with a population of fewer than 600 people, which provided three separate 

hosting arrangements. The first initiatives were quickly followed by others and received 

backing from the local council. This illustrates the strength of social ties within the community 

and a strong spirit of solidarity. 

 

These different profiles observed in the field reveal varied approaches to hosting, shaped 

by past experiences. Hosts with a more ‘activist’ mindset tended to host for a year or more, 

and three of them were still doing so at the time of the study—even though these arrangements 

involved sharing their home and living space. This was the case for Stéphane, 53, from Vienne, 

who had several years’ experience hosting through an association. He explained that this 

background helped him deal with day-to-day challenges, particularly when it came to 

intercultural issues: ‘It definitely helped to have hosted before. This isn’t new for us. The only 

difference this time is that they’re Ukrainian, that’s all. We’ve had foreigners in the house 

several times, so we know how to manage differences and all that. And we know how to share 

the space too, because living together isn’t always easy.’ By contrast, the two ‘novice’ families 

still hosting at the time of the study were doing so in separate housing. ‘They’re self-sufficient—

we’re just lending them a house and giving a hand now and then, really. It’s easier, you know? 

If it were in our own home, like some people do, we wouldn’t have lasted nearly this long, that’s 

for sure,’ admitted Jeanne, 62, from Vendée. 

 

 

Hosting in rural areas: isolation and resourcefulness 
 

One of the distinctive features of this study is its focus on voluntary hosting in sparsely 

populated areas. To better understand the specific characteristics, we gathered input from 

hosts and guests in rural settings, as well as a few from urban areas, to highlight the differences 

in hosting arrangements between the two. 
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A loss of autonomy for guests and a heavy mental burden6 for hosts  

 

Hosting in rural areas often meant managing guests’ lack of autonomy—whether for 

transport, medical or administrative appointments, grocery shopping or daily tasks. These 

needs came in addition to the administrative support hosts frequently provided. Our fieldwork 

revealed clear differences in hosting experiences between rural and urban environments. 

Based on the interviews, we identified four types of settings that offer varying degrees of 

autonomy for the people hosted:  

  

- A mid-sized town allows for full autonomy, with a well-developed public transport network 

and a wide range of services and shops. In our study, this was Poitiers. Iryna, 34, was 

staying with Gérard in Vienne and never had to ask him for help: ‘I never need help 

because everything is nearby. I take the bus for groceries, but otherwise I walk. I can meet 

friends in the city centre too. Gérard’s house is in a great location—I have everything I 

need close by.’ She lived in a neighbourhood within walking distance or a short bus ride 

from shops and services. She was able to handle all her administrative tasks alone and 

never needed help with transport. 

 

- Towns on the outskirts of urban centres, either well connected to the city by public 

transport or offering a good range of local services and shops. Our study included several 

such towns, such as Montaigu-Vendée (in Vendée) and Buxerolles (in Vienne). Some of 

them were a little further out, like Iteuil (Vienne), but the train service worked very well and 

allowed quick, easy access to a larger city (Poitiers, in the case of Iteuil). Living in these 

towns gives guests a degree of autonomy. Isabelle, 63, who hosted a Ukrainian woman 

and her daughter in Vienne for several months, explained: ‘They were completely 

independent. She would often drop her daughter off at school then take the train to spend 

the day in Poitiers—shopping, seeing friends—and come back to Iteuil in the evening to 

pick up the little one. So even for groceries, I handled the bulk shopping for all of us, but 

she bought her own things separately.’  

 

- Relatively self-sufficient rural municipalities with enough shops and services to meet daily 

needs, particularly for medical appointments and grocery shopping, without requiring 

frequent travel to a nearby town. Trips to urban centres were rare and typically limited to 

specific tasks such as administrative appointments at the prefecture. Chantal, 74, from 

Vienne, described the situation in her village: ‘Groceries? I do that here in the village—at 

the market or the local shop, that’s enough. I’d go with her [the guest]. It got her out of the 

house a bit and she could choose what she liked. (…) Otherwise, we have everything we 

need in the village: doctor, nurses, physio, hairdressers, bakeries… No need to go far!’ 

This was the case in Verrières, which has a grocery store, bakery, bar-tabac, restaurant, 

pharmacy and even a medical centre in the village centre (see Photographs 1 and 2).  

 

 

 

 

                                                 
6 By mental burden, we mean the psychological burden resulting from all the daily tasks (administrative 

duties, transport, housework, etc.) managed by the hosts—in addition to their own daily 
responsibilities—which can lead to mental, and even physical, fatigue. 
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Photographs 1 and 2 – Shops in Verrières village centre. Copyright Jordan Pinel (2022) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Local shops allowed some exiles to be partially self-sufficient. This was the case in Nieul-

L’Espoir (86), where Kateryna, who lived near the village centre (Accommodation 1, Map 3), 

went into the village every day to drop off and pick up her daughter from school. On the way, 

she would stop at the bakery, the bank or the village grocery store to pick up a few items. The 

same was true for Marko (Accommodation 2, Municipality 3), who used a bicycle to travel the 

short distance—less than two kilometres—between his home and the village centre, stopping 

by the bakery or the newsagent’s. However, despite the relatively good availability of shops in 

the municipality, regular car journeys to Poitiers (around 20 minutes, usually provided by the 

hosts) were still necessary, especially for bigger shopping trips or certain health care services. 
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Map 3 – Daily routes of two respondents in the municipality of Nieul-L’Espoir 
 

 
 

 

(Legend: Access to shops and services in Nieuil-l’Espoir, from two accommodation locations 

in the municipality / Shop or service / Route from Accommodation 1 to school / Route 

from/Accommodation 2 to tobacconist’s / Municipal boundary / Sports field / Sports ground) 

 

Sources: Field survey by Jordan Pinel, 2023; PagesJaunes, Google Maps, 2024. Base map: 

IGN, Admin Express 08/2023. Map projection: RGF93/Lambert93. 

Design and production: Jordan Pinel and Nelly Martin, CNRS, University of Poitiers, Migrinter 

U M R, January 2024. 
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- Isolated rural municipalities, which made up the majority of our study sites. In these areas, 

guests had virtually no autonomy: a car was needed for everything and public transport 

was minimal, often limited to a single round-trip bus route to a nearby town, early in the 

morning and late in the evening. In all such cases, hosts had to make regular transport 

arrangements for their guests, as none of them owned a vehicle. Olena, 38, a Ukrainian 

woman who was hosted with her mother in independent housing in one of these rural 

municipalities, described the difficulties they faced during their first months before she was 

able to buy a car: ‘I had to buy a car because here, it’s just not possible without one. There 

are no buses or trains—nothing like that. Someone we work with takes the train, but it only 

runs two or three times a day. Back home in Ukraine, we had transport every hour—buses 

and all. In Ukraine, no problem. Here, it’s a real issue… Last spring, my mum had a 

problem with her teeth. We searched everywhere for a dentist. And there really is a 

problem with dentists in France, because back in Ukraine, it’s not like that. If you’re in 

pain, if it’s urgent, no problem, you just go straight to the dentist. Here, it’s a two- or three-

month wait. In the end, someone we work with found a dentist for us. A lot of dentists say, 

“No, we’re not taking new patients, no new clients”, which is really difficult for us.’ In Dienné 

(86), for example, there are no shops—except a takeaway pizzeria—and the village centre 

is deserted during the day (see Photograph 3).  

 

Photograph 3 – Dienné (86) village centre 

Copyright: Jordan Pinel (2022) 

 

 
 

Faced with these difficulties, hosts often relied on their own resourcefulness—a situation 

that raises questions about long-term viability, given the demands on their time and energy. 

For many, the help they provided—both during the hosting period and sometimes even after 

guests had become more independent—was extensive, revealing a considerable mental 

burden. Stéphane, 53, from Vienne, voiced a certain amount of frustration: ‘It’s exhausting. 

You have to think of everything: shopping, cooking, handling admin stuff without knowing 

whom to contact, and then the nightmare of the social security card (Carte vitale) not working. 

You have to drive, too… So, for Marko, that means a round trip to Poitiers three times a week 

for his rehab. I’m worn out. Next week, I’m taking a holiday alone—a week to disconnect from 
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everyone.’ For some, this kind of exhaustion set in over time. Others experienced it in the final 

stages of hosting and later chose not to repeat the experience. Stéphane’s sense of isolation 

also reflects a lack of support from associations, which might otherwise have eased the 

burden. 

 

Isolation from associations  

 

The mental burden on hosts was all the heavier given their isolation from local associations, 

as well as the lack of coordination among the different actors involved. While some contact 

was made with the prefecture (for administrative procedures) or, in a few cases, with an 

organisation responsible for Ukrainian arrivals (such as Audacia in the Vienne department) 

most hosting arrangements were carried out in relative isolation, at least over the longer term.  

A mentioned earlier, the ‘snowball effect’ in the initial wave of hosting reflected strong 

solidarity, with new hosts stepping forward, donations of food or clothing, transport assistance 

and free school meals provided by the local council. However, just a few weeks into the hosting 

experience, several families reported feeling increasingly alone in dealing with daily tasks such 

as paperwork, transport and grocery shopping while coping with the financial costs of hosting. 

Most had little or no contact with local associations, except in a few cases where parcels were 

distributed by the food bank. Even the associations that had initially matched Ukrainians with 

host families did not always follow up, particularly on practical issues like transport, which hosts 

said was one of the most challenging aspects. Nonetheless, a few initiatives did emerge, as in 

Montaigu-Vendée, where an intercultural association offered a weekly French class for all 

Ukrainian exiles in the area. 

 

This sense of isolation appears to be closely linked to the substantial mental burden borne 

by host families. Alain, an association member in Vienne who had placed several Ukrainian 

exiles with host families, acknowledged this reality and described the care he took in vetting 

host volunteers: ‘We had a long list of families available, and I called them one by one to make 

sure everything was OK. But mainly I wanted to check that at least one person in the household 

was at home all the time, either retired or not working, because someone needed to be there 

for the Ukrainians at all times. Leaving them alone during the day was out of the question. And 

then there’s driving, paperwork, and all that.’ (Alain, member of a local association, Vienne). 

Another volunteer liaison between the local authorities, Ukrainian guests and hosts in Vendée, 

explained the need for strict hosting rules, both to protect the Ukrainians and to prevent host 

families from feeling isolated: ‘Hosting by private citizens needs to be closely supervised 

because people get worn out really quickly.’  

But for most of the hosts and guests we interviewed, the sense of isolation was very real. 

Stéphane, 53, an ‘activist’ in Vienne who had hosted asylum seekers through an association 

in the past, spoke candidly about this isolation and the resulting mental burden when there 

was no formal support structure: ‘With the association, we had caseworkers who handled the 

admin side, we had support, and hosting only lasted a few weeks before another family took 

over. Here, we’ve basically been left to manage on our own. Once the Ukrainians were here, 

we never saw anyone again to help us, we dealt with everything, and we still do. That’s where 

the association structure really made a difference. It took some of the weight off our shoulders.’  

Moreover, the areas studied were not only isolated from shops and services, but also from 

associations working with migrant populations, which were few and far between in rural 

settings. In cities, hosting would typically allow for potential support from associations through 

donations, French classes or other forms of assistance, but rural areas were much less 
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equipped. This created a ‘dual burden’ that further explains the significant strain—mental and 

otherwise—on hosts in these settings.  

 

Rural vitality: possible, but hard to sustain  

During our interview, the mayor of Dienné, a small village that had hosted several families, 

said, ‘We showed that our village isn’t just a commuter town.’ She was particularly proud of 

the way her community (population 581) had stepped up to provide support. She admitted to 

being initially surprised when, at a public meeting in March 2022, around 30 residents came 

together to prepare for the arrival of Ukrainian exiles. In the end, three different families hosted 

five people. This gave rise to numerous acts of solidarity from other residents. They created a 

WhatsApp group to coordinate offers of help and food or clothing donations. The council ‘did 

its part’ by enrolling children in school and providing free school meals, and reinforced the 

republican principle of solidarity with refugees through public speech. Throughout the 

interview, the question of whether hosting had revived a sense of rural vitality came up 

repeatedly. The mayor cautiously agreed. A staff member at Audacia in Poitiers shared a 

similar view: ‘Solidarity was much stronger in the countryside than in towns. The Ukrainians all 

wanted to go to the city, but I can tell you—I saw real solidarity in rural areas.’(Audacia 

employee, Poitiers).   

 

Does hosting in rural areas represent an opportunity to revitalise these communities? This 

question has been raised in other contexts, including through the CAMIGRI research 

programme (Berthomière et al., 2021). We also encountered several examples in the field that 

support this idea: children enrolling in rural schools and Ukrainian refugees finding work, 

especially in agriculture. Constant, 45, is a farm owner in Vienne who has employed three 

Ukrainians since last year: ‘I’m very happy with them—they work hard and never let me down, 

so I have nothing to complain about.’ Olena, 38, said farm work in Vienne had been a strong 

source of independence for her and her mother: ‘I’ve seen that other Ukrainians struggle to 

find stable work in towns. I’ve been working in agriculture for almost a year now, and I quite 

like it. A lot of Ukrainians do it because the employers are looking, and so are we. My mum 

also does a bit of that kind of work now and then, to help out. And it’s made a big difference 

for us. We were able to buy a car with our wages, which means we can drive, go out more, go 

into town or just go for a drive.’ For another Ukrainian family, the prospect of stable employment 

also allowed them to move out of their host’s home, buy a car and secure independent housing.  

 

These examples—shared by both Ukrainian and French interviewees—point to the 

potential of rural areas in supporting international migration, as highlighted in the available 

literature. However, our findings also revealed many obstacles, particularly in terms of access 

to services and transport, which tend to fetter potential. This gives rise to a clear paradox: while 

rural areas offer opportunities for hosting and integration through employment, these same 

opportunities are hampered by a lack of local services and shops, a reliance on private cars, 

and, as a result, a significant lack of autonomy for those without vehicles. 
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Conclusion 

   

This research set out to achieve two goals: highlight the specific issues related to hosting 

in sparsely populated areas and understand how the initial wave of private solidarity towards 

Ukrainians had evolved since early 2022. In this regard, the findings reveal a significant loss 

of autonomy experienced by exiles with regard to the ‘means of hospitality’, due to a lack of 

shops, services, transport and local association-based support networks, which exacerbated 

the sense of isolation among host families—especially outside major urban centres. These 

issues were already well documented in rural areas, even outside the refugee context 

(Vernières, 2009), but the war in Ukraine brought them into sharper relief. In line with earlier 

studies, our research confirms that rural areas and small towns have played a key role in the 

French policy of dispersing asylum seekers. Even before the arrival of Ukrainian exiles, these 

places were already grappling with the challenge of solidarity in support of migrants in the area 

(Hoyez, 2020; Berthomière et al., 2020; Flamant et al., 2020).  

The lack of autonomy experienced by guests placed a heavy mental burden on many hosts. 

This was one of the most striking findings of our study and directly supports our initial 

hypothesis: in rural contexts, private hospitality involves far more than simply offering a place 

to stay. In many cases, hosting became an ‘ordeal’, as Gerbier-Aublanc (2018) suggests. The 

burden was not only logistical but also emotional, as other studies have also shown (French 

Red Cross Foundation, 2022; Ronchera, 2022).  

Our interviews also confirmed that media coverage and political messaging played a major 

part in motivating people to host. This echoes earlier research showing that visibility and 

proximity to suffering can often trigger civic engagement (Coutant, 2018;   Masson-Diez, 2020). 

In this case, however, many respondents said the public call for solidarity was a decisive factor 

in their decision to act. The government’s communication during the first months of the war 

gave impetus to private hospitality initiatives across France. Our research focused almost 

exclusively on this type of support. Yet it is clear that state actors and associations also played 

a significant role in receiving Ukrainian exiles. Future research should include these 

perspectives to gain a fuller understanding of how hosting is structured across different levels 

of society. A further limitation of this study was the difficulty of conducting interviews with 

Ukrainian guests. Although the five interviews we did conduct provide valuable insight into 

what it means to be hosted in a rural setting, they offer only a partial view of how exiles 

experienced life in sparsely populated areas. Still, the findings reveal how rural settings are 

key to understanding refugee hosting in France and the practical challenges it entails. In this 

sense, the research should be seen as another step towards expanding our empirical 

knowledge of hospitality and migration in rural areas. 

This case study also highlights the strength of private hospitality—and, more broadly, 

humanitarian support—across France. While it gained significant exposure in 2022 with the 

arrival of Ukrainian exiles, such forms of solidarity were already present beforehand (Agier, 

2018;   Gourdeau, 2019). The government’s call for solidarity merely shone a light on these 

established practices, prompting more people to offer support. In many cases, the hosting was 

temporary. But others continue to host or lend housing today, effectively acting as a stopgap 

for the state. Yet this appeal to private solidarity was not backed by long-term institutional 

support. Many hosts described a disconnect between the government’s public encouragement 

and the private reality they faced in managing food, transport, paperwork, healthcare and 
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schooling—all with minimal follow-up. In rural areas, this feeling of isolation was compounded 

by logistical constraints. 

The isolation experienced by hosts in supporting exiles reveals that the state does not 

always assume this responsibility, leaving private citizens to deal with the situation alone. This 

was true even in this case, with a form of hospitality encouraged by the government. And it is 

even more true where no such support exists, in a broader climate of political inhospitality 

(Pinel, 2020). This reality points to a crucial need: associations and humanitarian actors must 

play a more active role in supporting and supervising private hospitality efforts. These citizen-

led initiatives often operate on the margins of mainstream humanitarian systems, but they are 

essential. Rural areas are often presented as opportunities for development and refugee 

integration, especially in the face of overcrowded urban centres. But our findings show that 

these spaces lack the resources and support mechanisms needed to make hosting 

sustainable. If citizens are to continue welcoming others, we must reduce the burden placed 

on them. Easing that burden is an urgent priority.  
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