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Civil society and sense of community in Ukraine: from
dormancy to action
Kateryna Zarembo a,b,c and Eric Martind

aInternational Relations Department, National University of Kyiv-Mohyla Academy, Kyïv,
Ukraine; bInstitute of Political Science, Technical University of Darmstadt, Darmstadt,
Germany; cNew Europe Center, Kyïv, Ukraine; dFreeman College of Management,
Management and Organizations Department, Bucknell University Lewisburg, Lewisburg, PA,
USA

ABSTRACT
The academic literature offers different views on the strength of Ukraine’s civil
society, but Ukraine’s massive civic engagement and collective action, most
recently in defense against Russian aggression, offers a startling picture of
grass-root activism. Based on interviews, surveys and archival research, we
highlight changes and nuances to Ukrainian civil society, civic engagement
and motivations over time, from Euromaidan, through the hybrid Russian
aggression in the East, to the recent full-scale Russian invasion. In doing so,
we explore a more inclusive understanding of civil society complemented by
sense of community and community responsibility.

ARTICLE HISTORY Received 3 October 2022; Accepted 21 February 2023
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Introduction

This manuscript explores what motivated Ukrainians to be part of
Ukraine’s civil society and identifies the ways in which they participated
and engaged. It also explores this question over time, from the Euromai-
dan years through to the current full-scale Russian invasion.

Traditional organizational and structural civil society measurements
suggest that Ukraine’s civil society is weak (for example, only 8% of citi-
zens reported engagement in civic activities in 2019 and 90% of Ukrai-
nians didn’t belong to civic organizations in the same years (Ilko
Kucheriv Democratic Initiatives Foundation 2019a)). However, literally
overnight, on 24 February 2022, we saw massive numbers engaging in
civil resistance to the aggressor. By April 2022, up to 80% of the
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Ukrainians were involved in civic resistance (Rating Group 2022; Onuch
et al 2022; Melchior 2022). This gigantic and seemingly spontaneous leap
in civic engagement shaped our exploration.

To make civil society ‘analytically useful and empirically manageable,
many scholars have limited their analysis to formally registered NGOs’
(Stewart and Dollbaum 2017: 208). NGO viability is an important indi-
cator of civil society strength. Formal measures of NGO strength can
include membership totals, financial sustainability, grants or donations
received, and volunteer hours with civic organizations. Using such
measures facilitates comparative study and avoids the complex social,
political and cultural forces that shape it. But as Stewart and Dollbam
suggested, ‘Non-formal actors have not yet found their way into civil
society literature to a satisfying degree. Consequently, we argue for a
broader definition of civil society’ (2017: 208).

This article builds on this work by highlighting informal action (Kra-
synska and Martin 2017) as a vital component of civil society and
expanding the definition of civil society anchored to motivation and
action rather than organizational membership or other structural func-
tional measures. In Ukraine, people tend not to belong to formal organ-
izations but seem very involved in civil society-like activities. In societies
dominated by informal activity (culturally, socially or politically) civil
society appears unorganized, unfocused and unsustainable. In the case
of Ukraine and other informal settings, not only might those formal
measures miss much of the story, they may be misleading (Udovyk
2017; Ishkanian 2015; Solonenko 2015; Worschech 2017; Aliyev 2015;
Falsini 2018).

Ukraine’s Euromaidan and subsequent Russian aggression in the East
provides a case in point. The majority of Euromaidan participants didn’t
belong to any civil society organization (Solonenko 2015). However, GfK
Ukraine reported in 2014 that 65% of Ukrainians donated money for
charity (much went to defense efforts) and 15% volunteered actively.
As such, we observed a spike in civic activity during this period.

By November 2021, however, the Democratic Initiatives Foundation
reported that only 4% of Ukrainians were actively involved in civil
society organization activities (another 15% joined rarely). And only
7% claimed to be regular participants in community events. According
to the same poll only 22% donated money to charitable or civil society
organizations in the 12 months prior (USAID/ENGAGE 2021). In
other words, we saw a decline in civic activity after the zeal of the Euro-
maidan years.

2 K. ZAREMBO AND E. MARTIN



Then, in 2022, in the aftermath of the Russian full-scale invasion,
researchers observed that 60% to 80% of Ukrainians were engaged in
various kinds of civic resistance (Rating Group 2022; Onuch et al.
2022; Melchior 2022). The Russian full-scale invasion seemed to re-
awaken that fierce sense of civic responsibility to defend community
and nation.

Framed within that complex historical setting, our research questions
are thus (1) What actions actually stand for civil society engagement (i.e.
what is civil society); (2) What are the motivations for such actions (i.e.
why do people engage) and (3) How did action and motivation change
over time?

To address these questions, we asked respondents (n = 1000) about the
kinds of civic activities they engaged in (both formal and informal).
Building on previous survey work of this nature, we offered a distinction
between membership in clubs and organizations and participation in and
attitudes towards civic action more generally. We also asked what motiv-
ated them to engage in these behaviors. We asked them to define civil
society and indicate whether they considered themselves part of it, and
why, as we suspected a disconnect existed between the literature on
civil society and the perceptions of our respondents – it also provides a
check on both activities and motivation. Finally, we compare results
across three periods of time, which the respondents evaluated retrospec-
tively: after the full-scale Russian invasion (from February 24 to Septem-
ber 2022); in the previous years (2018–2021) and in the period of
Euromaidan and the first years of the Russian aggression (2014–2017).

We found that Maidan and the full-scale Russian invasion spurred
civic-mindedness, while such behaviors dropped during the relatively
calm period between these two events. More intriguing, we found that
sense of community (SOC) (Nowell and Boyd 2010) emerged powerfully,
and Ukrainian civil society-like activities (formal but especially informal
and membership-oriented but especially action oriented) seem to be con-
nected to its emergence. Following researchers seeking to expand the
definition of civil society, we believe SOC and the related SOCR (respon-
sibility) may be important contributions to the civil society literature and
our understanding of Ukraine.

Below, we first explore the concept of civil society and its somewhat
complicated definition to frame our discussion. We then address the lit-
erature on civil society in Ukraine and in post-communist settings gen-
erally, describing the evolution of scholarly thinking on the topic. We
then explain our methods, present our findings and discuss the
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implications of our results for definitions of both civil society and SOC.
We conclude by summarizing our key findings and suggesting avenues
for further research.

Defining civil society

‘Since the term “civil society” regained prominence in the late 1980s, it
has been notoriously difficult to define what exactly it comprises’
(Stewart and Dollbaum 2017: 208). Salamon and Anheier’s (1998)
groundbreaking effort defined civil society and developed a mechanism
for cross-national comparisons of civil society strength. They anchored
their analysis to a structural and organizational definition, targeting the
nonprofit sector as a proxy for civil society. Their work and the insights
it spawned has dominated the field, and for good reason. It is objective
and produces data comparable across nations. And it had face validity
in many settings. In the first years of Ukraine’s independence, most
people perceived civil society and NGOs as synonymous (Ghosh 2014: 2).

Lewis (2004) sought more nuance, suggesting ‘Civil society is com-
monly understood as “the population of groups formed for collective
purposes primarily outside the state and the marketplace”’, which
suggests a more diverse definition. However, he added that civil society
might be best considered, ‘an intermediate associational realm between
the state and family populated by organizations which are separate
from the state, enjoy autonomy from the state and are formed voluntarily
by members of society’ (301), seemingly including organizational mem-
bership as an integral component of civil society.

There is a stream in the literature, however, that overtly seeks to
expand the definition of civil society to capture informal activity.
Mendel (2010) grappled with the definition between civil society and
the nonprofit or NGO ‘sector’, reminding us of Van Til’s (2000) sugges-
tion of a ‘third space’.

Given the fuzzy overlap in our understanding of these terms, it is not surpris-
ing that some thinkers equate the two. Elizabeth Boris, for example, has gone
as far as to suggest that ‘civil society’ refers to the formal and informal associ-
ations, organizations, and the networks between individuals that are separate
from, but deeply interactive with, the state and the business sectors. (Mendel
2010; Boris 1999)

Foa and Ekiert note that if civil society’s role is, among other, to hold
politicians to account, perhaps through protests and demonstrations,

4 K. ZAREMBO AND E. MARTIN



then civil society should also be assessed not only by ‘passive membership
in associations’, but also through ‘the propensity of citizens to engage in
“contentious” activities, such as strike, petitions and boycotts’ (Foa and
Ekiert 2017: 4).

Reflecting a more open and non-organizational definition, a UNDP
(2017) report defined civil society in Ukraine as ‘a domain/area of
social/civil relations beyond the household/family, state and business,
where people get together to satisfy and/or promote joint interests and
to defend common values’ (2). This interpretation of civil society
stands out as not referring to organizational membership as a criterion.
Stewart and Dollbaum (2017) would have concurred, especially in the
context of Ukraine, arguing,

For the post-Soviet space, the literature on other forms of civic activities is less
abundant – despite the fact that students of post-Soviet societies point to the
central role of informal networks in social life and political engagement since
Soviet times.… Rather than focusing on specific actors, we conceptualize civil
society as an intermediate sphere that works as a transmission belt between
society, business and the state. Both formally registered and informal, spon-
taneous coalitions of citizens can perform this task. (208)

Defining civil society in post-communist settings

According to Victor Stepanenko (2006: 577),

the major problem of the post-communist (especially post-Soviet) societies lies
in the substantially deformed (during the communist rule of the Soviet period)
societal structures of those societies, the main deficiency of which is the weak
development of the values and traditions of civicness. [italics in the original]

The term Homo Sovieticus was even coined (Institute of World Policy
2012) to stand for a de-individualized person with a penchant for avoid-
ing responsibility. This goes beyond observations that Ukrainians didn’t
engage in formal activity, suggesting instead they avoided responsible
civic action altogether.

The Western academic literature tends to adopt an organizational
approach. According to Larry Diamond, for example, ‘civil society
encompasses a vast array of organizations, formal and informal’
(Diamond 1994: 6). Using this organizational approach, Howard (2002,
2003) labeled post-communist civil society ‘weak’ referring to Salamon
and Anheier’s World Values Survey to define civil society as membership
in any of nine different types of organization (charitable, religious,
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recreational, labor unions, professional associations, etc.) (Howard 2002:
158–9).

Other studies seemed to confirm this evaluation. Allina-Pisano wrote
about the ‘façade’ or ‘Potemkin’ civil society, addressing the relatively
high numbers of registered CSOs in post-Orange revolution Ukraine in
combination with low participation numbers (2010: 238). Derogatory
terms like ‘NGOisation’ of society (Ishkanian 2015: 59) or ‘NGO-cracy’
(‘professional leaders us[ing] access to domestic policymakers and
Western donors to influence public policies, [although] they are discon-
nected from the public at large’ (Lutsevych 2013: 4)) have been coined.

Ljubownikow et al. (2013) suggested instead that,

Despite the controlled and institutionalized nature of civil society arrange-
ments, small and ‘illegal’ grass-roots networks did exist.… These networks
helped Soviets to mitigate the effect of continuous scarcity of basic consumer
goods and facilitated access to other necessary resources. This culture favored
‘circles of intimacy and trust among family members and close friends. (156)

Euromaidan became a watershed moment in Ukraine-related civil society
studies. It led to prolific academic reappraisal of the civic movement it
entailed. Some researchers, like Gatskova and Gatskov (2016), still held
the premise that Ukraine’s civil society remained weak. However, while
Worschech concluded that ‘the Ukrainian volunteer movement beyond
formal CSOs, including all forms of civic activism, is difficult to describe’
(Worschech 2018: 74), this time period forced observers to challenge the
premise of weak civil society in earnest because of the scope of the protest
movement itself and the numerous volunteer initiatives that flourished
during that time and the subsequent Russian aggression in the East.

Shapovalova and Burlyuk interviewed such activists in Odesa and
Kharkiv in 2018, who claimed that ‘activism (or active citizenship, as
some of them prefer to call it) is not a job at an NGO, but a way of
life’ (Shapovalova and Burlyuk 2018: 33). They concluded that, while
post-Soviet civil societies were ‘organizations without citizens’, after
Euromaidan one could observe the phenomenon of ‘citizens without
organizations’ (Shapovalova and Burlyuk 2018: 22). Stepaniuk (2022)
highlighted that ‘in environments with high degrees of informality, every-
thing functions through personal connections, making informal net-
works key to “getting things done” in public and personal life’ (3).

As the Russians launched their full-scale invasion on 24 February
2022, ordinary citizens, as well as businesses, leveraged their skills and
resources to support their fellow citizens, as Stepaniuk might predict,
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in informal ways. Private schools such as A+, Optima and the European
collegium offered free online lessons to all children. Kyiv businesses
Goodwine, TH Technology Trade, and Nova Poshta delivered supplies
to defense and humanitarian outlets. Food vs Marketing, Sto Rokiv
Tomu Vpered, Khlibnyi, and the Borysov network cooked meals. And
the popular Ukrainian fashion brands ‘MUST HAVE’ and Kachorovska
provided protective clothing and boots (Zarembo and Martin 2022).
These actions all required planning, pre-existing social infrastructure,
and the ability to leverage skills in organized settings. They required
supplies and funding. They required leadership, power, trust, a
common mission and a culture of engagement and belonging.

We believe these are examples indicative of a powerful and effective
civil society. Some Ukrainian military success has even been reported
to be, in part, the result of civic-minded behavior. A Wall Street
Journal commentary suggested civil society was Ukraine’s ‘secret
weapon’ against Russia, ‘Ukrainians have spent the past eight years
strengthening their ability to govern themselves, and a vibrant civil
society is proving to be a significant advantage in the war against
Russia’ (Melchior 2022). According to USAID (2022), ‘Ukraine is
home to a robust civil society… [But] despite notable progress, civil
society and media organizations often lack financial stability, influence,
and training to effectively function’ (1).

Again, we see the influence of formality and macro-organizational
concerns. If CSOs lack financial stability, influence and training, what
do they believe is robust about Ukrainian civil society? We believe they
are referring to what we expose in this manuscript. There is something
more to civil society than the strength of CSOs which has led researchers
to conclude that

a broader conceptualization of civil society – looking beyond formally estab-
lished organizations and inclusive of social movements, non-registered civic
groups, local, small scale and online activism as a form of collective but also
individual behavior – seems to reflect better the nature of civil societies in
post-communist countries, as well as the changing nature of civil society in
the twenty-first century more generally. (Burlyuk et al. 2017: 5)

While contrasting definitions of Ukrainian civil society exist, there seems
an increasing openness to include informal activity under the concept of
civil society, even to the point of individual activity not associated with
organizations at all (Udovyk 2017). Some include individuals, as in ‘the
sum of institutions, organizations, and individuals located between
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the family, the state, and the market, in which people associate volun-
tarily to advance common interests’ (Solonenko 2015: 220). Some
include protests, demonstrations and other contentious behaviors
(Foa and Ekiert 2017). Others overtly refer to informality, as in ‘self-
organized, voluntary citizens’ activity and their interrelations, which
occur in the public sphere between the state and the household, apart
from the market’ (Stepanenko 2006: 576). Moreover, overlooking
such informal activity, as observed by Udovyk (2017: 189) may lead
to the ‘creation of myths of weak civil societies in post-Socialist settings
[…] and also account for inconsistencies in current visions of civil
society definitions, actors, and roles’.

Weighing all of these perspectives, and seeking a ‘broader conceptual-
ization of civil society’ we see civil society as voluntary, civically minded
activity, beyond the household and family, and not including the state or
the market. Actions, whether individual or collective, formal or informal,
private or nonprofit, that are motivated by civically minded values, con-
stitute civil society.

Support from sense of community

TheEconomist (16April, 2022) declared, ‘BeingUkrainian is […] about the
ability to come together when you feel that you need to and to get things
done’. We believe SOC (Nowell and Boyd 2010) helps our understanding
of ‘coming together to get things done’, capturing the civic, pro-social
and community-minded behaviors visible in Ukraine. Their work helped
interpret our findings of civic engagement in the absence of formal partici-
pation by addressing responsibility, belonging, shared values, emotional
connection and civic engagement both inside and outside formal organiz-
ations. We believe this proves an important perspective to embrace in par-
allel to, or as a precursor to, studies of formal civil society.

Community settings evoke a sense of duty, obligation and responsibil-
ity to the communities to which one belongs. Sarason (1974) described
SOC as ‘the sense that one was part of a readily available mutually sup-
portive network of relationships upon which one could depend’ (1).
McMillan and Chavis (1986) argued for a four-factor model of SOC
that would prove central to the concept; belonging, influence, fulfillment
of needs, and shared emotional connection. To feel this SOC, individuals
need to feel as though they belong to a community, however defined, that
they can influence that community, fulfill their own needs of support, and
they do so because of their shared values and emotional attachments.
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Nowell and Boyd (2010) further developed that concept adding sense of
community responsibility (SOCR) to the literature. While SOC correlates
with affective and needs fulfillment, SOCR correlates with a host of com-
munity involvement behaviors such as political participation and commu-
nity engagement in residential and geographical communities.

SOCR suggests that people enter into collective settings with pre-exist-
ing individual beliefs, norms, values, and ideologies. They also have some
notion of their own needs. Those needs are then played out in a commu-
nity context. If alignment is reached with others, individuals develop a
sense that they are part of a community with feelings of belonging,
emotional connections or togetherness. In addition, they might develop
a sense of responsibility to that community, in terms of a duty or a
need to care for others.

This is the heart of their model and these two concepts (SOC and com-
munity responsibility) are inter-related. First, individuals identify with
the collective, although proximal relationships might differ (community
as country, region, city, or friend group, for example). They then consider
their responsibility to this community, the extent to which they ‘owe’ this
community, or feel the need to give back to the collective. Those feelings
ultimately lead to engagement and collective action.

Their model helps explain the informal spontaneous civic actions we
saw unfold, at multiple times in Ukraine’s history, which seem to be
aspects of civil society not captured by formal measurement. We believe
SOC and SOCR might capture what civil society does not, bridging the
gap between formal and informal action, collective and individual, and atti-
tude and action by adding the important elements of pre-existing norms
values and beliefs, coupled with community-related variables such as
belonging, influence, fulfillment of needs, shared emotional connection
that co-vary with responsibility to and influence over that community.

Methodology

Background

We began our work by examining four significant nation-wide polls to
understand prevailing operationalizations of ‘civil society’ in Ukrainian
data. We detail the key variables in each of these studies in Appendix.
We drew insight from each of these studies.

The Monitoring, conducted by the Institute of Sociology of the
National Academy of Sciences in Ukraine yearly since 1992 (Monitorynh
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sotsialnykh zmin 2018) features questions about participation and mem-
bership in political parties and civic organizations and activities respon-
dents engage in, including protests and demonstrations. The Ilko
Kucheriv Democratic Initiatives Foundations (DIF) was also established
in 1992 and has continuously monitored civic attitudes to civil society
(Ilko Kucheriv Democratic Initiatives Foundation 2018, 2019a, 2019b),
asking about civic activity, membership in civic organizations, unions
or parties and voluntary work.

The ENGAGE project implemented by Pact in Ukraine with support
from the United States Agency for International Development
(USAID) (USAID/ENGAGE 2017, 2018a, 2018b, 2019a, 2019b, 2020a,
2020b, 2021) was launched in 2016 ‘to increase citizen awareness of,
and engagement in, civic activities at the national, regional and local
level’. These semiannual surveys measure membership in CSOs, protest
moods of the citizens, charity, community activism and how respondents
take part in the life of their community.

Finally, the Cedos study launched just after the invasion (Cedos 2022),
focused on the impact of the war on civilians. This poll asks about types of
volunteering including information dissemination, signing petitions,
posting on social media; as well as physical assistance (weaving camouflage
nets, managing shelters, preparing and delivering food and materials);
coordination work (transportation, temporary housing, directing people
to resources); financial support (donating to the war effort or charities);
and redirecting professional activities to those in need (psychologists,
translators, media workers, etc.). They also identified motivations behind
these efforts, including volunteering to support their own mental state,
desire to help others, a sense of patriotism, a sense of duty and the fact
that they had available resources that could be of use to others.

Our instrument

We developed our initial survey by including elements of all of the
surveys above. We used their definitions to provide respondents with
choices and to allow us to compare our work with their previous
efforts. We piloted our survey through semi-structured interviews (n =
7) conducted in July and August 2022. These interviews helped us
frame our questions more effectively and led to a more developed
survey instrument by adding options we hadn’t considered or weren’t
included in previous polls. We talked to two entrepreneurs, a stay-at-
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home parent, a student, an NGO worker, a pensioner, and a university
professor (three women and four men).

We then launched our national survey through an online panel, with
follow-up phone interviews to complement the survey sample where rep-
resentation was needed. (n = 1000). On average the survey took 14 min to
complete. The survey is representative of urban residents by age, gender
and location (survey, details and full results available at https://doi.org/
10.17605/OSF.IO/HX3QY).

Sampling was stratified by size (populations above and below 50,000),
and geography (6 macro-regions consisting of 24 administrative oblasts
and the capital, Kyiv, divided into two groups by city size). The sample
covers all regions of Ukraine controlled by the Ukrainian government.
We used the Voting Commission database as the official data source of
electoral statistics, such as total number of eligible voters, distribution
by oblast, settlement and precincts, urban-rural division, etc. Gender
and age distributions were obtained from the Ukrainian State Statistical
Service (1 January 2022).

Sampling procedure

The research population corresponded to the statistical distribution of
the population of Ukraine (over 18 years) by region, size of town,
gender and age groups. We oversampled to compensate for respondents
who do not fit our criteria or refused participation. We selected the
online panel sample by screening questions regarding residence,
gender and age. Respondents who met the criteria were invited to par-
ticipate after informed consent and guarantees of confidentiality.
Sampling groups that were not sufficient after the online panel survey
(mainly residents of smaller cities and older age groups) were inter-
viewed by phone. We used a stratified random sample of mobile
phones defined by the three-digit operator prefixes, followed by a
random generation of the rest of the number. Mobile phone prefixes
in Ukraine do not match specific territories, leaving random selection
as the best solution.

Limitations

The online surveys over-represented more educated, socially active, and
technically skilled respondents. We believe the higher educational level of
people in the phone subsample was due to the topic of the study being of
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interest. Populations movements also limited the study. In July 2022, the
EU estimated 3.2–3.7 million Ukrainians were in EU countries. Among
the total approximately 30 million adult citizens (estimated at the time
of the full-scale invasion), roughly 10% left the country, and it’s
difficult to obtain reliable survey data for these citizens. Nearly 83% of
our respondents reported no change in residence (6% changed countries,
9% changed oblasts, and 2% changed residences within the same oblast).
We also note that those with ‘pro-Russian’ sentiments seemedmore likely
to end the survey or seemed insincere when they did respond. We
removed these results from our findings, often based on inappropriate
comments in open-ended questions.

Findings

We frame our findings below with quotes from our preliminary inter-
views as well as open-ended responses from the survey to contextualize
the data. We coded all of the responses in a grounded fashion, then
grouped sub-codes into higher order codes. It is important to distinguish
this from theoretical coding. We did not impose our theoretical assump-
tions on this data. What emerged below is grounded theory development
interpreting responses to the following questions.

What is civil society?

We wanted to learn whether respondents had the same conceptions of
civil society as the literature suggests. Accordingly, we asked respondents
to offer their definition of civil society. Of 897 total responses to this ques-
tion, 775 were usable. Most definitions included multiple components of
the coding scheme evident in Table for Figure 1 in the Appendix. We
note the frequency of responses across coded variables, but that is of
less importance than the categories that emerged from our second
round of coding. Very few definitions equate in any way to the structural,
functional definitions of civil society. And many seem to relate quite
fittingly to SOC.

First, the definitions included a referent group. For example, respon-
dents reported society, citizens, residents, a community, a group, collec-
tion or set of people as targets. Only 6% referred to an organization or
NGO. For example, respondents reported that civil society was ‘an associ-
ation of citizens for the maintenance and development of common
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interests and the achievement of a collective goal’ or ‘a society of active,
caring and nationally conscious citizens’.

They mentioned mindsets, describing the sentiment of working
together, being unified, maybe facing a common enemy. Many high-
lighted that civil society was not the government, business or elite.
Most mentioned action, highlighting the need to help, improve or take
care of certain portions of society. Others stressed the need to participate,
communicate and interact with other people. Only two individuals men-
tioned the word ‘volunteering’.

Many referred to what we coded as a worldview, referring to state-
ments that civil society reflects responsibility, caring and others-oriented
thinking. We included the aim of having influence and fostering change,
finding solutions to problems and generally being conscientious. Finally,
most pointed out the goals of civil society, such as representing common
interests, uniting around goals, supporting values of independence,
human and legal rights, democracy and having mutual respect for differ-
ence. Some suggested ‘a group of people united by one territory, common
values, rights and rules’ or ‘a set of citizens living in a certain territory,
bound by ideology, values and a common set of tasks’.

Others had more nuanced definitions, such as ‘a community of people
united by certain social norms, which actively promotes their fulfillment
by all members of the group and makes efforts to create favorable con-
ditions for the life of all members of the group’ or ‘a society where
people care about each other, learn the history of their people, treat

Figure 1. Definitions of civil society by Ukrainians.

EUROPEAN SOCIETIES 13



state symbols with respect, are not indifferent to politics, know that they
have influence and are responsible for their actions’. Our open-ended
coding of all the responses resulted in five main themes displayed in
Figure 1 (detailed coding results are available in Appendix).

Are you part of civil Society?

This question was not in previous polls, but we asked overtly whether
respondents felt they were part of ‘civil society’. Surprisingly, given the
clear lack of formal engagement in Ukraine discussed above, 83% of
our respondents believed they were a part of civil society with only 6%
disagreeing. They believed they were part of civil society, despite their
answers not aligning with formal (structural organizational) definitions
of the concept. They were then asked to comment more generally
about why they considered themselves part of civil society (or not).

I feel that right now I am a Ukrainian, a solid part of Ukrainian society, Ukrai-
nian civil society. Before that, I was Ukrainian simply by the fact that I was
born in Ukraine, I did not feel my belonging to Ukrainians, to civil society,
because I did not feel it. After February 24 – actually, after 2014, but after Feb-
ruary 24 more sharply, I feel incredible pride for myself, for being Ukrainian,
and for those people who are Ukrainian and have achieved something, even if
it is not related to the war. I already look at things differently and understand
that these are ours, they are Ukrainians.

Another described,

It is not only a society that lives in a territory determined by borders, the Con-
stitution, rules, but it is a society that is united by common values, a central
common idea and understandings of belonging to this great community, to
something greater, understanding of patriotism and understanding oneself
as part of something bigger. Until February 24, I would definitely have given
a different answer, but now I feel this way.

Few respondents mentioned organizational rationales regarding civil
society. For example, ‘Yes, I consider myself a part of civil society. I
head a public organization’, Another suggested, ‘Civil society is a set of
active citizens (I mean those who act outside the public circle) and a
set of interest groups (by the way, sports too) and institutionalized
forms, such as NGOs’.

More often, responses were along the lines of,

To me civil society belongs to an active part of citizens who cannot influence
the decision-making directly and so try to unite their efforts so as to influence

14 K. ZAREMBO AND E. MARTIN



these decisions from the bottom. So, we belong to the citizens who do not
possess power but can influence the decisions of those in power and the fate
of the country, how the societal issues are solved.

Or

I consider myself a part of Ukraine’s civil society. I take part in this, I inform
people, communicate with them, support them. I have a pro-active civic
stance. Civil society is a community of people who are active citizens of their
country; who apply efforts of any kind so that this country continues to exist.

What makes an individual a part of civil society?

We believe this question offered respondents the ability to operationalize
their understanding of civil society engagement. Using open-ended
responses to learn how respondents reacted to these questions in their
own words, we coded these 828 responses inductively, coding each
aspect of the response and grouping similar findings together (detailed
coding results are available in Appendix) (Figure 2).

We saw four distinct orientations emerge; Action, Community, Values,
and Belonging. Action oriented responses constituted responses about the
desire to help, active participation, communicating and interacting with
others. A very small percentage reported actual volunteering or donating
money. Many also seemed to include public sector sentiments, such as
paying taxes and abiding by laws. Many others responded with more of

Figure 2. What makes you part of civil society.
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a community orientation, highlighting working together, being united,
working with like-minded people and simply being together. Some also
included family orientations here. Other responses were coded into
values-based thinking about having common values, being conscientious,
and sentiments of love and respect for others. Responses also coalesced
around responsibility, highlighting that civil society implied duty, care
and having influence. The largest grouping of codes, however, revolved
around belonging. This ranged from all people, to citizenship, to
society, to Ukraine. But most felt that by being in the country, living
and working there, they were a part of civil society. Only eight respon-
dents mentioned ‘being a member of an organization’ in any way.

These groupings reflect portions of responses. Typical responses
included multiple aspects of the coding scheme above. For example:
‘My contribution is insignificant, but by starting the changes with
myself, I contribute to the changes of the people around me for a
better life, the defense of state values and participation in public
events’ would be coded as having elements of Action and Values. This
statement, ‘By supporting and helping others, you feel like a part of a
great state, which means you are needed and your role is important!’
would be coded as having elements of Community and Belonging.
Another commented, ‘I feel the ability to influence the decisions of my
country, to change something. Because currently it is not important
whether a person belongs to any organization or not, because infor-
mation can be received/distributed in social networks’. Others stressed
responsibility, such as, ‘I know that my actions can affect something, I
need to stand up for a position, even for those who cannot do it them-
selves. My children live in this country’.

In what ways do you participate in civil society?

Our findings confirmed that Ukrainians engaged in ‘other’ types of
civic engagement rather than organizational membership (formal
or informal). There were subtle increases in participation over time
for civic organizations and OSВBs, but likely due to the war, mem-
bership in trade unions, sports, youth and church groups decreased.
Overall, participation as measured by memberships remains low
(Table 1).

While trade unions, civic organizations and OSBBs are the most
popular organizations (their membership constitutes 8%–12% across
the periods), Ukrainians dedicated their energy to other activities. The
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top three types of action during the three periods differed only slightly.
During the Euromaidan time and the first year of the Russian aggression
the most popular activities were material donations (34%), informal
volunteering (18%) and protests and signing petitions (17%). In 2021,
which stands in our survey for as relatively calm period, the most
popular activities remained the same but engagement differed: 34%
donated things, 26.5% signed petitions and 16.3% volunteered infor-
mally. We attribute the higher share of petition-signing to the fact that
since 2014, electronic petitions became more widespread and accessible.
After 24 February 2022 the most popular activities remained the same but
the figures skyrocketed: 70% provided material help, 39% volunteered
informally and 34% signed petitions. Protests dropped to 6% since
mass gathering were forbidden under martial law, however, the figures
may refer to protests against the occupants. Awareness-raising activities
rose from 13% in 2014 to 22.5% in 2022.

We also asked about monetary donations. Donations steadily
increased over time, with nearly 80% donating in some form since
the full-scale invasion. Donations in cash decreased from 52.5% in
2014 to 26% in 2022 as online banking has become a dominant way
of money transfer, constituting 43.5% in 2014 and 70.5% in 2022
(Figure 3).

Table 1. Engagement in civic activities vs membership in organizations in Ukraine.
Euromaidan Before Feb 24 After Feb 24

Ways to Engage
Material help (giving away food or stuff) 34.0 33.8 69.7
Informal Volunteer 18.2 16.3 39.4
Formal Volunteering 4.5 5.7 8.2
Work with NGO for Pay 1.1 2.2 2.0
Raising Awareness 13.1 15.5 22.5
Demonstrate/Protest 17.4 6.9 5.8
Sign Petitions 17.2 26.5 34.1
Community Activities 7.5 13.2 17.0
Other 1.6 1.1 1.9
None of this 37.9 34.6 13.4
Member of
Civic Organization 8.0 10.0 10.9
Trade Union 10.7 10.5 8.1
Sports Association 3.0 3.7 2.8
Youth Group 2.1 2.3 1.7
Church Group 7.1 7.9 7.4
School Group 3.2 5.5 5.5
OSBB 9.7 12.4 12.6
Interest Group 4.7 5.6 5.4
Other 0.7 0.5 0.3
Don’t belong 62.5 58.6 61.0
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What motivated your participation in civil society?

This question complements previous studies that highlighted motivation.
Most respondents suggested that helping others and fostering change
motivated their participation. Over 75% suggested these as their top
motivating factors; 56.4% reported defense as a motivator. Nearly a
third suggested that engaging in civil society aligned with their personal
beliefs and a quarter made statements to the effect that they simply
couldn’t stand by without acting (Table 2).

How has civil society involvement changed over time? (Engagement
fluctuations)

We expected to see spikes in activity provoked by the jolts associated
with Euromaidan and the full-scale Russian aggression. This was
only partially confirmed, with engagement figures during and after
Euromaidan being generally comparable and at times, the ‘calmer’
period featured even more engagement (e.g. donations) than the
tumultuous 2013–2014 period. However, we do see fluctuations in
two variables: frequency of engagement and self-perception of one’s
activeness. During both Euromaidan and the Russian full-scale inva-
sion, we saw spikes in activity and in their own evaluation of their
activeness. Also, during the full-scale invasion, in contrast to Euromai-
dan, considerably fewer people described themselves as passive (55%
against 36%; those who self-rated as ‘1’ and ‘2’ combined). The
tables include data from the three time periods for comparative pur-
poses (Figure 4).

Figure 3. Engagement in civic activities vs membership in organizations in Ukraine.
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Discussion

Our respondents, discussing and responding to questions specifically
about civil society, aligned with almost all the definitions of civil
society except attachment to organizations, or formal or official types
of engagement. Our respondents instead anchored primarily to informal
action or participation as ways to engage. Many mentioned a desire to

Table 2. What motivated or prevented engagement in civic activities.
Euromaidan Before Feb 24 After Feb 24

What Prevented
No Time or Money 37.7 41.7 51.8
I Can’t Influence 6.2 5.8 5.0
Unable 27.7 24.3 36.2
No Desire 9.7 14.9 5.0
No Trust 9.5 12.0 8.0
Didn’t align with Beliefs 4.5 3.9 3.0
Not Part of 8.2 9.8 5.7
Not Needed 11.3 16.3 7.3
Afraid 4.6 3.7 7.0
Other 2.0 1.2 1.7
None of Above 6.1 5.7 4.0
NA 8.8 5.8 4.6
What Motivated
Help Others 36.3 49.9 51.1
Change 24.9 23.7 24.0
Defense 48.5 32.8 56.4
Realize Potential 6.5 10.4 6.1
Friends 9.5 10.1 13.1
Friendly Attitude 7.9 7.5 5.5
Couldn’t Not do 23.3 22.4 25.2
Aligned with Beliefs 33.1 31.7 32.8
Other 1.6 0.5 1.0
None 2.4 2.9 1.3
Hard to Say 4.1 4.8 3.8

Figure 4. Spikes in civic engagement in Ukraine.
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help or having an impact. Others stressed the need to communicate and
interact with others. Very few of our respondents suggest organizational
outcomes in their responses. Of nearly 1000 respondents, hardly anyone
conflated civil society with NGOs or formal volunteering. Instead they
describe themselves as values-driven, seeking common interests, and
working collectively for the common good.

They talked of mindsets of togetherness and unification and world-
views that included caring, responsibility towards others, and ability to
influence and change their community. They spoke of values, common
interests, common goals and mutual respect for different perspectives.
And they wrote about action – helping, improving, participating, listen-
ing and getting involved. They did speak of different referents, whether
society, citizens, community or small groups. But few even mentioned
the words ‘organization’ or ‘NGO’.

Many highlighted the community context was indeed played out in an
emergency setting, with some overtly mentioning war and defense as the
setting in which their values emerged. While some referred to this as
being a patriot or defending country in a time of war, others felt their
responsibility or duty was to care, have opinions and express them.
Others felt they had a responsibility to use their influence to make
change.

As such, these responses align well with the SOC’s four main factors
(McMillan and Chavis 1986) of belonging (to society, community or
groups), influence (to change and improve), fulfillment of needs
(defense, interest, being aware) and shared connections (common inter-
ests and mutual respect). They also captured Nowell and Boyd’s (2010)
concept of community responsibility (wanting to help, being responsible,
caring for others and defending rights). The alignment of the responses
with SOC is also noteworthy, since this concept was never presented to
the respondents, unlike civil society, which seemed commonly and
clearly understood. Interestingly, their understanding of the term ‘civil
society’ is a change marker in itself, since in 2002, 40% of respondents
to a similar survey had only a vague notion of what civil society was (Ste-
panenko 2006: 575). As mentioned above, community settings indeed
evoke sense of duty, obligation and a feeling of responsibility to the com-
munities to which one belongs ( Nowell and Boyd 2010). But we did not
impose this model on our findings. Our respondents pointed out the
values they espoused that led to them considering themselves part of
civil society.
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Implications for the field

This work provided us with an understanding of civil society in Ukraine
which extends beyond many scholarly definitions – beyond the organiz-
ational approach, and beyond the formal vs informal dichotomy – by cap-
turing values and feelings that are not typically associated with civil society
operationalization. Measures of civil society, in order to facilitate compara-
tive studies, especially for the United Nations, international development
assistance agencies and NGOs, tend to focus on formal, structural and
organizational data aligning with definitions offered by scholars in the tra-
dition of Salamon and Anheier (1998). These are not antithetical to our
findings, they simply measure something different, formal engagement.

Our concern is that the lack of formal engagement might (mislead-
ingly) suggest a lack of civil society. Our findings demonstrate a deep
and well-understood conceptualization of civil society by our respon-
dents. They simply do not register, become members, or consider
formal organizations as ‘the’ definition of civil society. They instead
point to belonging, community, responsibilities and action for the
common good, which we feel aligns with the sentiment of civil society.
That Ukrainians choose not to become members of formal organizations
in order to act reveals the social, political and historical legacy of their
country, exactly the types of variables not captured in the formal
definitions. We highlighted these in our findings.

While there is a distinct and keen sense of civil society among the Ukrai-
nian population – at least among the more active strata in our sample – the
understanding of what civil society constitutes goes beyond formal
member-based definitions and even some informal types of activities,
like volunteering. Instead, civil society in Ukraine seemed to be understood
widely not only through action, collective or individual, but also through
values, responsibilities and SOC. As Matviychuk (2017) points out,

When Ukraine meets new challenges, it is civil society which quickly reorgan-
izes in order to meet those challenges.… The Maidan acted as a sort of catalyst
for the development of civil society and the creation of a powerful volunteer
movement. (1)

This brings up a final contribution of this work. While more research is
needed, SOC and SOCR may explain why Ukraine’s civil society exists as
an undercurrent, seemingly passive at ‘normal’ times but able to quickly
come together when the need arises. Our findings suggest this deep well
of civic-minded behavior exists and can be harnessed when community
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becomes threatened by external jolts. Krasynska and Martin (2017) con-
cluded that, ‘It appears that the capacity for formalization within civil
society existed in a latent form and was able to manifest itself when the
need arose, resulting in significant changes in the country’ (447).

Ekiert and Kubik (2014) pointed out that,

while strength and weakness are not very useful categories, we have shown that
some civil societies in the region have dense and comprehensive organizational
structures, operate in a friendly institutional and legal environment, and have
some capacity to influence policy making on local and national levels. In other
post-communist countries, especially those that have reverted to various forms
of authoritarian rule, civil societies are often organizationally weak and politi-
cally irrelevant. Civil society actors are shut out of routines consultation and
governance and come together to influence politics only in extraordinary
moments of rage triggered by economic downtown or gross state violations
of laws and constitutional provisions, as witnessed recently in Ukraine. (55)

We agree, offering the concept of the ‘dormant’ civil society (Zarembo
and Martin 2022) – networks and capacities which remain passive in
‘normal’ times but ready to be mobilized when the need arises, i.e.
Onuch and Onuch’s (2011) ‘moments’ as in cases of emergency,
extreme geopolitical or internal challenges, etc. (collectively captured as
‘external jolts’), and often in informal and unofficial ways.

Conclusions

Ukraine’s civil society activity has fluctuated over time. It peaked at
moments, soon returning to lower levels. While there were lulls, the
desire to protect country and community at various times motivated
an increase in civic action. The Orange Revolution, the Maidan period,
and the full-scale invasion by Russia seemed to spur this dormant civil
society into mobilization through powerful and widespread examples
of informal collective action to unite and face challenges.

While existing scholarship on civil society favors more instrumental
variables such as membership in formal or informal organizations, we
found that values and actions, and motivations for both, can be helpful
to better understand civil society. Moreover, the existing SOC theoretical
model captured these well. We see theoretical alignment between civil
society scholarship and SOC, which we offer as a contribution to
enhance both literatures.

These findings are important because aid organizations often base pro-
gramming and budgets on traditional measures of formal civil society.

22 K. ZAREMBO AND E. MARTIN



We suspect that informal organizing anchored to SOC and SOCR may be
a more accurate determinant of civil society strength or perhaps a corre-
lated mindset operating in parallel to traditional CSOs. As a result,
effective assistance might take different forms, tapping informal actors
and networks. Perhaps grants should be made to individuals and small
informal teams, alongside actual CSOs. Trainings, mini-grants and work-
shops for and by informal stakeholders might build trust between them
and CSOs. More research is needed to explore whether citizens would
be willing to engage with grassroots organizations, CSOs and NGOs –
and importantly, under what conditions. Regardless, aid agencies need
an accurate understanding of civil society, perceptions of NGOs, and
trust in civic associations in order to more effectively provide assistance,
especially when the war ends and rebuilding begins. This should not be
based solely on formal structural organizational measures.

Our findings help make the case that SOC and SOCR are powerful
forces in Ukraine and may lead to or enhance more formal civil society
in the future. This force should be tapped. A theoretical coding explicitly
targeting this would be a helpful direction for future research as would
research examining whether SOC complements studies of civil society
in other national or situational contexts, especially in more formal set-
tings. Regardless, we believe we tapped an important field of study
anchored in community psychology to enhance the civil society litera-
ture. We clearly found that, in Ukraine, SOC and SOCR serve as powerful
drivers of civic mindedness, and Ukrainian civil society-like activities
(formal but especially informal and membership-oriented but especially
action-oriented) seem to be connected to its emergence.
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