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Abstract | Background: Since the Russian invasion of Ukraine in February 2022, a wave of solidarity
has arisen in Slovakia with many people stepping up to help refugees from the neighbouring
country. This welcoming attitude has strongly contrasted with the previous anti-refugee
atmosphere in Slovakia. The current study builds on the theoretical models of collective action and
allyship, focusing on the motivations of advantaged group members to engage in helping or social
change oriented actions for disadvantaged groups. Objectives: The aim of the study was to explore
the motivations of solidarity with Ukrainian refugees in Slovakia. In particular, it aimed to examine
the motivations of people who had engaged in helping immigrants and refugees in the past as well
as those who started only after the invasion of Ukraine. Methods: Semi-structured interviews were
conducted with 9 participants who were involved in various forms of actively supporting Ukrainian
refugees. Reflexive thematic analysis was used to develop and interpret the patterns of meaning
around the key concepts described in the interviews. Results: The first theme was based on the
events the participants described as triggers or significant moments that had elicited their need to
support refugees. These moments were often accompanied by moral shock, leading to solidarity-
based actions. Yet the urgency to help and actively show solidarity served different functions such
as expressing a political opinion or coping with negative feelings. The second theme presented a
broader perspective on helping a disadvantaged group. This was based on participants’
constructions of their social identity that contributes to the level of inclusiveness of the moral circle.
The extent to which different disadvantaged groups are morally excluded or included also shapes
which experiences or events trigger moral shock, and lead to selective solidarity on behalf of
Ukrainian refugees vs. refugees from other countries. Discussion and conclusions: As well as
providing a basis for further research, the findings also invite us to reflect on how public discourse
can shape the level of inclusiveness of the moral circle in society and subsequently facilitate or
hinder solidarity-based collective action.
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Introduction

Most people leaving their home country out of fear for their life and arriving in a foreign country
need help or support. NGOs and activists in Slovakia have long been working on the issue of
refugee assistance although public attitudes towards refugees have changed in recent years. The
so-called refugee crisis of 2015, largely the result of the war in Syria, caused many Slovaks to fear
the arrival of refugees and have concerns for their own safety (Krivy, 2017; TASR, 2016). This was
followed by the Taliban taking power in Afghanistan in 2021, forcing more people to flee. After the
start of Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine in February 2022 however, there has been a large
wave of solidarity in Slovakia. Indeed, attitudes of the general public towards refugees arriving from
Ukraine have been significantly more positive compared to previous refugee crises (Ako sa mate,
Slovensko?, 2022). In addition to the people that had already been involved in various forms of aid
to refugees and immigrants in Slovakia, a number of short-term volunteers joined in to help, doing
so at the expense of their free time and convenience.

Based on the different levels of public involvement in refugee assistance in the 2015, 2021 and
2022 migration crises, the question arises as to whether there are different types of motivation in
engaging in acts of intergroup solidarity stemming from the context of migration. In particular, the
country of origin of the refugees and their geographical and cultural proximity to Slovakia. The aim
of the current study was to explore the motivations for solidarity towards refugees in Slovakia. The
focus was on people who had been involved in helping refugees for a longer period of time as well
as those who did so in the short term after the outbreak of the war in Ukraine.

Solidarity on the behalf of the outgroup

There is an ongoing debate in the literature as to how to define the various forms of helping in the
context of intergroup relations. In their conceptualization of collective action, Van Zomeren et al.
(2008) have built on the definition by Wright et al. (1990) who referred to it as the action of a
member (or members) of a disadvantaged group for the benefit of the whole group. Louis et al.
(2019) have described intergroup prosociality as acting for the benefit of an outgroup, which they
divide into benevolence and activism. While benevolence is understood as direct support for
members of the disadvantaged group, activism is aimed at changing the system and eliminating
inequality. Louis et al. (2019) further make a distinction between allyship which is motivated by the
values and needs of one's own group, and solidarity which is motivated by a shared superordinate
identity that connects the disadvantaged and the advantaged group. In this context, Thomas and
McGarty (2017) emphasise the difference between so-called ‘collective giving’ and ‘collective
acting’. In the case of ‘collective giving’, solidarity manifests itself as acts of charity or donation
while ‘collective acting’ involves behaviours aimed at bringing about systemic change. Radke et al.
(2020) use the aggregate term ‘action for the disadvantaged group’ although they exclusively focus
on the actions of the advantaged group. While there is a range of definitions regarding these terms,
in the present study we refer to the help of an advantaged group given to a disadvantaged group
as an active expression of solidarity, and the motivations leading up to it as motivations for
solidarity. In this context, the disadvantaged, outgroup or minority group are the refugees living in
Slovakia while the advantaged, ingroup or majority group are the Slovak majority. All participants in
the research are members of the advantaged group in this sense.

While collective action has been described in earlier work as a response to an objectively adverse
condition, more recent studies have emphasised the role of subjective social and psychological
factors in predicting collective action (van Zomeren et al., 2008; 2012; 2018). In particular, the
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Social Identity Model of Collective Action (SIMCA model), which describes three social-psychological
factors influencing collective action: perceived injustice, group efficacy and social identity. First of
all, when numbers of people experience deprivation as a group, the subsequent perceived or
subjective injustice motivates collective action (e.g. Széstakowski & Besta, 2023). This deprivation
may be perceived as undeserved collective disadvantage or unfairness of practices while perceived
individual injustice is much less likely to result in group action than group injustice. Secondly,
people engage in collective action as long as they believe in the achievability of the group goals
and perceive high group efficacy. Finally, social identity is based on the emotional meaning that is
attached to group membership, distinguishing between politicised and non-politicised identities. By
this, a non-politicised identity refers to a person who identifies solely with a disadvantaged group
while a politicised identity defines a person who identifies with a particular movement. It is this kind
of social identity that predicts collective action more significantly than identity based on group
membership only. Social identity is also central to the SIMCA model because it not only has a direct
influence on collective action, but also has an indirect influence through perceived injustice and
efficacy. Social identity is the basis for the perception of group injustice, and at the same time, the
degree of social identification is the basis for perceiving group efficacy (van Zomeren et al., 2008).
The original SIMCA model was later extended with a fourth predictor of collective action - moral
motivations (van Zomeren et al., 2018). An individual’s moral motivations represent their individual
beliefs and attitudes which connect to social identity and thus encourage engagement in collective
action. Moreover, moral motivations are more stable in comparison to the previous three
motivations which are more situation and context dependent (van Zomeren et al., 2018).

Radke et al. (2020) have extended the research on intergroup helping by describing four
motivations an advantaged group member may experience in acting on behalf of a disadvantaged
group. The four categories of motivations are: outgroup-focused motivation, ingroup-focused
motivation, personal motivation and morality motivation. They describe the background of each
type of motivation for solidarity through four antecedents, directly or indirectly based on the
extended SIMCA model. Thus, an individual’s motivations to act on behalf of a disadvantaged group
are influenced by identification or identity, morals, beliefs and attitudes, including efficacy as well
as emotions which also includes perceived injustice. While antecedents specifically influence
solidarity motivations, different types of motivations may subsequently result in different
behavioural expressions of solidarity. While certain types of behaviours are solely aimed at
alleviating the symptoms, others have more potential to result in permanent social change (Louis et
al., 2019; Thomas & McGarty, 2017). As such, it is important to examine the different types of
motivations leading to these behaviours in more detail (Radke et al., 2020; van Zomeren et al.,
2018).

Outgroup-focused motivation refers to members of the advantaged group acting in favour of the
disadvantaged group because they want to improve the latter’s position. This means focusing on
the needs of the disadvantaged group rather than on their own. According to Radke et al. (2020),
people that are predominantly motivated in this way identify little with their ingroup or completely
disidentify with the ingroup. In some cases, a superordinate group may emerge with which
members of both the disadvantaged and advantaged groups identify. Typically, people with an
outgroup-focused motivation do not hold prejudiced attitudes, are aware of their social status and
make use of their own privilege. They are often dominated by group anger based on injustice
performed towards the minority.

In the case of ingroup-focused motivation, individuals may be primarily concerned with their own
needs or interests. While they may be genuinely helping a disadvantaged group, they do so under
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the conditions of preserving the existing group hierarchy (Radke et al., 2020). The main predictor of
this type of motivation is identifying strongly with one’s own (advantaged) group. This may be
coupled with experiencing group-based guilt and feeling responsible for the way in which the
disadvantaged group has been or continues to be treated. In terms of beliefs and attitudes, Radke
et al. (2020) emphasise the role of paternalistic beliefs or the zero-sum belief in ingroup-focused
motivation. This is based on the belief that when one group receives something, the other group
loses (Nash, 1950; Wilkins et al., 2015). This type of motivation is also often associated with greater
social dominance orientation and thus any help or assistance often leads to a dependence of the
disadvantaged group on the advantaged group (Halabi et al.,, 2008). An example of this is
‘collective giving’ (Thomas & McGarty, 2017) which may lead to such a dependence.

The third motivation that may predict solidarity is personal motivation. In contrast to the previous
two, people motivated by personal reasons weakly identify with their own or a superordinate group
and are mostly dominated by a personal or individual identity. They help the minority mainly to
fulfil their own goals and needs as well as to gain appreciation. They often become involved in
helping when they feel positive emotions such as joy or pride, from which they derive their concern
for the social equality of others. In addition to individualism, narcissism can also occur in personally
motivated people (Carpenter, 2012).

Finally, when an individual is driven to help a disadvantaged group by their moral beliefs, Radke et
al. (2020) describe it as moral motivation. This motivation is not predicted by the degree of
identification with any group. Rather, values such as universalism, fairness, and harm prevention
are predominant. The main emotion is moral outrage which can be shared by both the majority and
the minority. As long as an individual’s moral values are aligned with a particular politicised group,
there is a possibility that identification with this group may increase over time. However, this is
more of a consequence than a predictor of moral motivation (Radke et al., 2020; van Zomeren et
al., 2018). It is important to emphasise that these motivations are not exclusive and multiple
motivations may at times be present simultaneously (Radke et al. 2020).

Solidarity in the migration context

During the refugee crisis in 2015, Milan (2018) explored motivations of solidarity in Austria while
Frykman and Makela (2018) looked at Sweden. Their results are relevant for the current study as
the number of refugees from Syria, Afghanistan and Iraq who applied for asylum in these countries
in 2015 can be compared to the number of Ukrainians seeking refuge in Slovakia in 2022 (European
Union, 2023; Eurostat, 2016; Ministry of the Interior of the Slovak Republic, 2023).

Milan (2018) explored the extent to which people’s emotions, personal events and background
influenced their decision to engage in assisting refugees. She acknowledges what Jasper (1998) has
described as a moral shock. This is an event or information not in line with an individual’s
perceptions which acts as a possible trigger, mobilising them into action (Jasper & Poulsen 1995).
The motivations for solidarity in their research also stemmed from the individual backgrounds of
the volunteers such as their own experience of displacement, migration, relocation or living abroad
where they were perceived as strangers. Although feelings of exhaustion and frustration emerged
in the later stages of helping, the participants were not discouraged in the activity because they
were motivated by the satisfaction of engaging in an act of solidarity.

The primary aim of the research conducted in Sweden (Frykman & Makela, 2018) had been to
explore the tensions between volunteers and public institutions during this crisis and the
relationship between volunteering and political activism. However, the results also brought up
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information on motivations for solidarity. The participants often described feeling a strong need to
act when they saw what was happening. This very feeling was also present among people helping
in Austria (Milan, 2018), and thus may be a consequence of the moral shock described by Jasper
(1998). Moral and humanitarian reasons were also strong motivations.

Social group membership and descriptive social norms also contribute to the willingness to engage
in intergroup helping. Roblain et al. (2020) found that the more participants perceived their
personal social networks to be positive towards migrants, the more self-defining their pro-migrant
attitudes became and thus the higher their subsequent willingness to help and persist in helping.

Kende et al. (2017) conducted a survey in Hungary among people who supported and helped
refugees. They focused on the participants’ level of moral conviction, identification with the pro-
refugee opinion-based group, anger at the situation, and belief in the effectiveness of bringing
about change. In doing so, they assumed that the motivations of the volunteers to get involved in
helping the refugees were similar to the motivations leading people to engage in political activism.
The results of their study supported the SIMCA model and the corresponding motivations for
engaging in collective action (van Zomeren, 2015; van Zomeren et al., 2008). The main motivations
for volunteers engaging in aid during the humanitarian crisis in Hungary were moral convictions and
opinion-based identity, i.e., identification with a pro-refugee opinion-based group. Both of these
motivations were also significant for participants engaged in political activism although in contrast
to volunteers, political activists also reported higher anger and efficacy.

Given the immediacy of the war in Ukraine in 2022, there has been little published research
addressing the motivations underlying solidarity with Ukrainian refugees.[1] Politi et al. (2022) has
shown that two motivations may have led the participants in Belgium into helping refugees from
Ukraine: individual prosociality or a superordinate identity. Individual prosociality was correlated
with empathy towards Ukrainians and thus mobilised people to help. People motivated by
identifying with a superordinate group - as Europeans, an identity shared with the people of
Ukraine, reported empathy as well. Prosociality was identified as being a strong solidarity
motivation by Barkasi (2023) whose research population consisted of social work students.
Although prosocial tendencies were present in all participating students, they were more
pronounced in those who were active in helping refugees from Ukraine.

Recent theoretical work (De Coninck, 2022; Paré, 2022) points to a double standard or selective
solidarity applied to different groups of refugees. This refers to refugees from Ukraine on one hand,
and refugees from Afghanistan, Syria or Iraq on the other. In this case, De Conic (2022) points to
the symbolic threat that refugees from the Middle East pose to European society. The symbolic
threat could be described as fear of the unknown, i.e. fear of different values, religion or ideology
(Stephan et al., 2009; Stephan & Stephan, 2013; see also Kanyicska Beldn & Popper, 2023 for
empirical evidence from Central Europe). In this context, it is thus evident that European societies
experience greater solidarity with refugees from European countries (De Coninck, 2022) which is in
line with the results of research by Politi et al. (2022).

Building on theoretical models of collective action and allyship that focus on the motivation of
advantaged group members to engage in action for disadvantaged groups, the aim of the present
study was to explore motivations of solidarity with refugees in Slovakia. The research was
interested in examining the motivations of both the people that had been engaged in helping
immigrants and refugees in the previous crises, as well as the volunteers that were specifically
mobilised after the invasion of Ukraine.
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Methods

The aim was to collect data on a sample of participants in Slovakia who had expressed solidarity
towards Ukrainian refugees by actively engaging in direct help in the first few months of the crisis.
Given the various forms of help that was provided, the study also aimed to have a sample reflecting
the heterogeneity of the population including both people doing professional activities related to
refugees as well as those who had volunteered to help in their free time, unconnected to their
profession or previous activities.

Both purposive sampling and snowball sampling was used to recruit participants. The participants
were asked if they could recommend other people whom they had met during their activities
including short-term volunteers or those who had been involved in refugee assistance for longer. In
total, the sample consisted of nine participants, four of whom had been helping refugees for a
longer period of time and five who started after the war broke out in Ukraine (Table 1). Data
collection took place from December 2022 to March 2023 in Bratislava. In order to preserve the
anonymity of the participants, pseudonyms matching their gender have been used.

Those in the sample providing long-term assistance to refugees were all employees of NGOs or
local governments whose activities involved working with this group. Some of them had already
worked in more than one such organisation and had been working in this field from about two to
eight years at the time of the interviews. In Slovakia, relatively few people work with refugees at a
professional level and thus their specific job positions are not listed in order to preserve their
anonymity. In general, it can be said that their work involved assistance with asylum and
integration processes or working on systemic changes in favour of refugees. After the outbreak of
war in Ukraine, these organisations were involved in assisting Ukrainians arriving in Slovakia. Some
were only briefly involved in humanitarian aid in the first months when large numbers of refugees
from Ukraine were arriving in Slovakia, while others expanded their focus to include assistance to
Ukrainians in the long term.

The second group of participants became involved in assisting refugees from Ukraine after February
2022 and their assistance lasted for several days, weeks or even months when high numbers of
refugees from Ukraine were arriving in Slovakia. These people engaged in helping at the expense of
their free time. Participants who provided short-term assistance to refugees showed solidarity in
different ways, mostly by helping at train stations, at the Slovak-Ukrainian border and through
distance or in-person coordination of volunteers. Some volunteers stopped helping when the
number of incoming refugees started decreasing while others gave up because they could no
longer manage to work or study and help at the same time. One of these participants, who had
already provided short-term humanitarian aid to refugees in the past, later returned to other forms
of helping Ukrainian refugees.
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Table 1 Overview of basic information about the participants

Short-term/ Long-

Pseudonym term * Helping before 2022 ® Work/ study
Ema Long-term yes work

Laura Long-term yes work
Tomé3 Long-term yes work

Jan Short-term no student
Hana Short-term yes work

Juraj Short-term no work

Klara Long-term yes work

Pavol Short-term no student
Méria Short-term no work

2 Long-term assistance to refugees/ Short-term assistance to refugees from Ukraine

® Engaging in both active and short-term assistance to refugees before the start of the war in Ukraine in February
2022

Data collection was conducted using semi-structured narrative interviews, drawing on the model of
Radke et al. (2020) to develop an indicative interview script. All interviews were conducted in
person and individually.

At the beginning of the interview, the participants were asked about their job, profession, studies
and type of help they had provided. Following this, they were asked about what had led them to
engage in helping and working with the refugees. In other words, their motivations to help. The
study was also interested in how they imagined the person who needs their help the most, what
people who help this target group should be like as well as their thoughts about the future of
Slovakia with regard to refugees. The study also looked at participants’ individual and social
identity. The full interview script is available at the Open Science Framework (OSF) on the following
link: https://osf.io/gymgw/?view only=d06f17758ae542cab937b9f2787dd192.

The online tool Trint was used to speed up the interview transcription process and the reflexive
thematic analysis by Braun and Clarke (2022) was used for the data analysis. The first step of the
analysis was coding which involves reading the interviews and identifying the initial codes. Coding
is a process of recognizing significant segments of the interviews and then assigning codes to them.
This can be viewed as a concise summary of the meaning of that segment. The data was
approached inductively without a prepared list of codes. As Braun and Clarke (2022) have pointed
out however, a researcher is never fully detached from existing empirical studies and theoretical
concepts. The current approach to the data analysis is thus a combination of both an inductive and
deductive perspective. In the first round, the coding was done from the first to the last interview.

As recommended by Braun and Clarke (2022) however, the second round went from the fifth
interview descending to the first and then from the last interview descending to the sixth. The
second step involved searching for unifying patterns in the codes across the datasets and
graphically creating maps, looking for connections between them. In doing so, it was necessary to
be prepared to delete codes and patterns that were not related to the research topic, or to go back
to the interview transcripts and look again at the parts that fit the recognized patterns. Braun and
Clarke (2022) refer to these recognized patterns and connections as ‘candidate themes’. These are
clusters of codes that require deeper investigation to be considered as themes. The third step of
the analysis was the refinement of the candidate themes into the final themes. A theme in reflexive
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thematic analysis is organised around a key concept and should be clearly defined, represent
different perspectives on the concept, be relevant to the research aim, and be supported by
sufficient data (Braun & Clarke, 2022).

Again, it was necessary to return to the previous stages of analysis, reflect on it and delete or
rename codes or sets of codes if necessary. Finally, the final themes were identified, labelled, and
defined. The candidate themes were developed around the concept of selective solidarity towards
refugees from Ukraine vs. the Middle East, sensitivity to social justice and the war in Ukraine as a
moral shock eliciting the need for help. After re-reading the material, other instances were
identified that had contributed to moral outrage in participants involved in long-term helping. This
led us to rearrange the main categories resulting in two final themes. The first was framed around
perceived injustice towards a disadvantaged group and the decision to act in favour of that group
while the second focused on the context and form of the help.

Results
Figure 1 Overview of the themes and key concepts

~, ( Grow )

Desire for equality
Selective MORAL
solidarity CIRCLE

Theme 1 - Need to help

Political stance
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The final result of the analysis came up with two broad themes (Table 2). The first theme is
clustered around the events that the participants recalled as triggers for the need to help the
refugees; the different functions that engaging in aid had for them; the forms helping took; and the
subsequent feelings related to actively showing solidarity. The second theme moves from individual
motivations for solidarity to broader social influences. It presents a broader view of intergroup
helping based on social identity and the respective degree of inclusiveness of the moral circle. The
concepts of moral circle (Laham, 2009) and moral shock (Jasper, 1998; Jasper & Poulsen 1995;
Milan, 2018) interconnect the two themes (Figure 1). Moral circle determines the entities we
consider worthy of moral regard (Laham, 2009), and those that fall behind the psychological
boundaries in which moral values, justice, or fairness apply (Opotow, 1990). The need to actively
show solidarity towards refugees was triggered by various events, i.e., moral shocks, which is
addressed in the first theme as ‘The Need to Help’. A type of event that triggers a moral shock in an
individual may be related to the inclusiveness of their moral circle, shaped by the individual's social
identity. The second theme ‘Whom | (won't) help’ underlies the first theme and precedes the actual
moral shock and action on behalf of the refugees.

Table 2 Overview of the themes

Theme Key concept Definition
Need to help Triggers of the need to In the context of solidarity, the
help participants mentioned significant

moments or moral shocks that had
triggered their need to act. The active
display of solidarity took on different
forms such as short or long-term, had
different functions such as expressing a
political stance or coping and was
accompanied by different feelings.

Whom I (won’t) Social identity and Family environment, opinion bubbles,
help respective size of the and individual prosociality were
moral circle identified as the main antecedents of

different forms of social identity, namely
group, individual or opinion-based.
Participants’ social identity was related
to the degree of inclusiveness of their
moral circle which led to selective
solidarity or a desire for equality without
distinction.

Theme 1 - Need to help

A key concept of this theme is grouped around the triggers for the need to actively show solidarity
with refugees, as well as the form and function of expressing solidarity and the feelings that
accompany them. The moments in the lives of the participants that triggered their need to engage
in aid could be described as ‘moral shocks’ (Jasper, 1998; Jasper & Poulsen 1995; Milan, 2018).
These are situations or events that do not conform to our perceptions and mobilise us to take action
on behalf of a disadvantaged group. In this study, the moral shocks can be divided into three
categories: (1) poverty and inhumane conditions, (2) personal experiences at the border during the
2015-2016 refugee crisis, and (3) the start of the war in Ukraine in February 2022.

Participants who had been involved in helping refugees for a greater length of time described
particular moral shocks in their lives as being triggers for their long-term interest in refugees and
foreigners as a vulnerable group. One of them was Tomas who described a watershed moment from
his early childhood when he was so taken by photographs of children from sub-Saharan Africa that
he plastered them on the wall of his room. He added: ‘... from that moment on, | always believed
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that whatever | was going to do, it was going to be about people who didn't have the most basic
things...” (Tomas, |. 70-72). Similarly, Klara’'s interest was sparked during high school when she
studied in Germany for a year:

And we had a conversation with a Chechen refugee who was telling us how he was actually living
there, how he was having extreme problems. He was there with his sister at the time, he was just
describing to us exactly the standard of his life, or the substandard of his life, what conditions they
were actually functioning in, how they were having a problem with that status recognition, how his
sister couldn't quite make it work in that school and so on. (Klara, |. 67-72)

Other types of moral shocks identified in the data were related to the refugee crisis in 2015-2016.
Participants that had helped refugees at the borders described what they saw and experienced
there as ‘masses’ (Hana, |. 358), ‘intense’ (Laura, |. 168), ‘horrible’ (Klara, |. 144) and ‘very vivid’
(Ema, I. 145). For Klara, this was her second such encounter with reality and confirmed her choice
of career direction. Based on their experience at the borders during the refugee crisis in 2015-2016,
Hana and Laura were able to imagine what the situation at the Slovak-Ukrainian border would be
like after the full-scale invasion of Ukraine.

It was the beginning of the war in Ukraine that was the most common moral shock in the data:

... what hit me the most was that | woke up to my mom waking me up. And my mother was shaking
me in bed that [...] and she was crying, crying, actually tears were flowing on me [...] that the
Russians had started the war. And a chill ran down my back [...] because it was already brewing
before. (Jan, |. 327-330; 331-332)

People who had been helping refugees for a longer period of time did not acknowledge this moral
shock to the same extent as those involved in short-term assistance. In the former group, the shock
had occurred earlier and thus influenced their choice of professionally working with refugees. The
feelings triggered by learning that Ukraine had been invaded were shock, helplessness, fear, panic
in addition to anger as Juraj said: “... at Putin and their whole garrison, the dictatorship. And at the
same time... at all those people who questioned it.” (I. 779-780) When asked if she remembered the
moment when she found out that war had started in Ukraine, Maria said: ‘Well, | remember that
moment, of course, as we always remember these moments’ (l. 208-209). Participants vividly
recalled moments that disrupted their perception of the world and the feelings they evoked in
them.

This brings us to the consequence of moral shock that was identified across all the interviews: the
pressing need to act and the subsequent active expressions of solidarity. Ema, who had worked for
an organisation helping refugees in Ukraine before the war, mentioned her feelings after the shock
of finding out that a war had started in Ukraine: ‘And then there was that terrible adrenaline rush,
that | had to do something, that it couldn’t stay like this.” (I. 190-195). Subsequently, the
organisation mobilised and went to the Slovak-Ukrainian border.

The same strong need was also identified in studies with volunteers helping in Sweden and Austria
during the 2015-2016 refugee crisis (Frykman & Makeld, 2018; Milan, 2018). In the current study,
active expressions of solidarity took on two main forms: short-term or humanitarian, and long-term
assistance. For those providing long-term assistance to the refugees, their moral shocks led them to
take action in the form of improving integration processes, participating in systemic changes or
providing individual support. In the case of short-term helpers, the need manifested itself mainly in
humanitarian aid aimed at alleviating the immediate crisis. Most of these participants stopped
helping at the point where humanitarian solutions tipped over into long-term ones. Given that they
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were helping refugees in time outside employment or education, it was too time-consuming to
continue in the long term. However, the prevailing attitude was that if a similar humanitarian crisis
were to erupt again, they would certainly step in to help if they had the capacity to do so.

Regardless of the form, the assistance to the refugees also had different functions. For Pavol, it was
an expression of a political stance:

‘And it's certainly more motivating when | know that | can say to some desolate [a far-right
supporter] that yes, | was, | helped some of those Ukrainians, yeah. Does that piss you off a lot?’ (l.
582-583). Several participants also spoke of constantly watching the news and feeling restless after
the outbreak of the war, preventing them from functioning normally and concentrating on their
work. In this case, engaging in helping refugees may have served as a kind of coping mechanism to
overcome the shock:

And that panic was also because | was reading an awful lot of information and an awful lot of
articles and newspapers. Which | haven't really had time to do at all since | started helping [...] And
it helped me tremendously to actually see these people in person. Seeing and asking them what
they really need, how they feel. There were also difficult moments. But | mainly felt that | saw in
them this incredible strength and determination and this kind of relentlessness and this kind of
actually standing up for yourself, which actually motivated me tremendously to come again on that
next day and just do everything | could to make them feel at least a little bit better and safer.
(Hana, 1. 591-599)

The last part of this theme are the feelings resulting from active expressions of solidarity. Fatigue
and exhaustion, both physical and psychological, were mentioned in the data. When asked if she
was exhausted from her work, Laura, who had worked with refugees for a long time, said: ‘1 am.
Short answer.” (. 440). She later added that seeing that her work is needed discourages and
motivates her at the same time. Selflessness and putting other people's needs before one’s own
could be observed in Laura and several other participants: ‘I thought well, I've got a fever and I'm
coughing, and | am feeling ill, and | can’t speak properly on the phone, but those people are simply
there with small children, they don’t have a house or whatever and they’re simply much worse off...
" (Maria, |. 333-335). Similarly, Tomas talked about not showing emotion when offering professional
aid because he primarily needs to be there for the client, ‘I can process it [emotionally] in myself
later.” (l. 847).

Regardless of the difficulty, participants repeatedly thematized the satisfaction or joy of helping.
Juraj said that even though he was very tired, he was energised by the new people who joined in to
help and was surprised at how much he enjoyed it: ‘But if you asked me to do it again, | would do it
again.’ (l. 1212-1213). It is possible to see a parallel between the current results and those of Milan
(2018) where volunteers also experienced exhaustion in addition to the satisfaction and joy of
helping collectively.

The participants all had a common desire to alleviate suffering and improve the lives of the
refugees.

On the other hand, I felt, shall I call it, satisfaction? That this gave me a little bit different energy
[...] that I finally felt that | was actually doing something, and even though | was carrying maybe
toilet paper from one place to another, | felt that finally | was actually contributing somehow to the
situation and that | was actually, maybe not directly, but by doing it | will improve somebody’s
conditions and life. (Jan, |. 224-228)
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Theme 2 - Whom | (won't) help

The key concept of the second theme is social identity and the related inclusiveness of the moral
circle. Indeed, this could be interpreted as a possible precursor of the decision itself to actively
participate in helping refugees. There were various forms of participants’ social identities found that
could have been associated with their prosociality, social circles including friends and family or
opinion bubbles. These identities could have shaped the inclusiveness of the group towards which
the participants felt empathy, motivating them to engage in acts of solidarity.

There were significant elements of individual prosociality recognized in most of the participants.
This was not only found in the participants involved in helping refugees in the long-term, but also
the short-term helpers pointed out that it was important for them to do work that ‘has meaning’.
Those who helped refugees from Ukraine for a short period of time had jobs or studied in fields that
had a societal focus such as medicine, municipal services, research or education.

I am dedicated to the field of contemporary art [...] where we focus on exhibitions, educational
programs within the framework of contemporary art and on such interdisciplinary overlaps. In other
words, we also work with social issues. [...] Within that, the topic, or rather the possibility of helping,
is actually very close to me. (Hana, |. 13-16; 21-22)

It can therefore be assumed that it is those with prosocial feelings that are primarily involved in
helping refugees. This has also been shown in studies carried out by Politi et al. (2022) and Barkasi
(2023). However, there have also been cases in which helping was more based on a professional
interest in refugees as a vulnerable group or on the need to position themselves against Russia's
aggression (a politicised identity), rather than on prosocial feelings.

In their narratives, the participants talked about the essential role of the social environment, i.e.,
family and friends, in shaping their social identity. During college, Ema lived with students who had
helped the Syrian community in Brno. She described this experience as triggering a greater interest
in the topic of migration. Similarly, Roblain et al. (2020) have pointed out that the more the
members of the privileged group perceived their social environment as positive towards migrants,
the more they agreed with these attitudes and their willingness to help and continue to help grew.
Indeed, the family is an important environment for the transmission of norms. This is not only in the
context of intergroup attitudes (Gniewosz & Noack, 2015) but has also been shown that perceptions
of parental engagement and their support play a role in collective action later in adulthood
(Gonzalez et al., 2021). Most of the participants shared similar views and attitudes with their
families and their families had even supported them in their work. However, it was different in the
case of Laura and Kladra who had been working with refugees as a target group for several years: ‘/
guess I’d probably put it this way that they got used to it. And | certainly can’t say that the initial
moment was supportive or anything like that. At all. But over time, it's as if they accepted reality...’
(Laura, I. 746-748).

The case of Hana is also interesting. While her father encouraged her to help since childhood, his
views changed due to the spread of misinformation related to refugees in Slovakia over the years.
As a result, Hana stopped talking to him about certain topics in order to protect her mental health
and maintain a good relationship with her father. Similarly, other participants described
confrontations with anti-refugee opinions that were so hurtful to them over the time that they either
stopped discussing controversial topics or stopped talking with the people in their close
environment with extreme views altogether. The result was also the deliberate creation of opinion
bubbles in which they shared opinions and attitudes and thus avoided unpleasant confrontations.
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Even though all the participants are part of a privileged group - an ethnic majority that is not
directly threatened by the conflict in Ukraine, not everyone identified with this privileged group in
the same way. In addition, the participants could be part of other groups that contributed to their
sense of social identity. For example, Juraj defined himself as a Central European, making him part
of a larger group of Central Europeans. In addition, he is a Boy Scout and often spoke in the first-
person plural about his assistance to refugees from Ukraine. Although he didn't say it directly, his
expression as ‘we’ scouts indicates that this identity, which carries the values of helping others, is
part of him: ‘... we had walkie-talkies, so we used this liaison-making, as the scouts did during the
Second World War, we also made liaisons now." (I. 728-730). In this extract, he also points to the
continuity of scouting and the fact that they continue the same activity in a similar situation as they
did in the past.

For some participants, there was a superordinate identity of those working in the non-governmental
sector, in organisations supporting foreigners and refugees. This type of group identity could be
described as opinion-based (Bliuc et al., 2007) or politicised (van Zomeren et al., 2008) group
identity, formed when people in a group are united by a social identity based on the same values,
norms and beliefs, mobilising them for group action.

For me, this is a very important part of the whole thing, and especially in this topic, that is, helping
refugees, because we do not share a large number of clients and at the same time it is not a large
number of organisations. And that cooperation is absolutely necessary there. So there | actually see
myself as part of that. Or if | needed to say that what is that | do, it’s that | work in an organisation
that works with refugees... (Laura, . 703-707)

As previously mentioned, the degree of inclusiveness of social identity is closely related to the
concept of the so-called ‘moral circle’. The moral circle delimits those entities in the world that we
consider worthy of moral consideration (Laham, 2009). In this case, Opotow (1990) talks about
moral exclusion which occurs when we perceive a certain group beyond the boundaries in which
moral values, justice, or fairness apply. On the contrary, we speak of moral inclusion if our moral
circle expands to include groups to which we previously did not apply the given parameters
(Passini, 2016). Thus, the narrower a person’s moral circle is, the smaller the group of people is
towards whom they feel empathy, while a person with wider boundaries feels empathy and shows
solidarity with a bigger group or groups of people. The moral circle is, together with the moral
shock, an element that connects both central themes since the size of a person’s moral circle can
be related to what kind of situation will or will not trigger a moral shock in them.

The different strength of identification with social groups that are more or less inclusive or include
group norms of helping vulnerable people was related to the size of the moral circle of the
participants. It is important to note that the sample only consists of people who have actively
shown solidarity with refugees and thus, it can be assumed that none of them has a negative
attitude towards this group. Nevertheless, the inclusiveness of their moral circles varied to a certain
extent. The perspectives of those participants whose moral circle included not only refugees, but
all disadvantaged groups and minorities are presented first.

For me, it seems that solidarity... is something that is extremely natural, that should be simply... |
don’t understand how someone can’t feel solidarity [...] | can’t imagine that | would have it any
other way, how | feel now. [...], As you asked at the beginning, whether it is important for me to
help or work [in a helping profession], it is not, but the solidarity with the oppressed and with the
disadvantaged, nothing is more natural to me. (Ema, I. 1088-1094)
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This extract demonstrates a desire for a kind of universal equality for all. Some participants also
presented a desire for equality and justice although their focus was much more strongly directed
towards the refugees. While they also perceived injustice towards other groups, refugees were
among those who were deemed to need help the most.

In the case of a moral circle, selective solidarity can also be mentioned (Paré, 2022). With regard to
the latent meanings of the participants' statements, elements of significantly stronger empathy and
solidarity towards the refugees from Ukraine could also be discerned in the narratives of the
participants. Pavol commented on the conflicts in the Middle East as follows:

...that region is significantly different from ours, and the conflict that is going on there, and no
offence to those like local residents, has been going on for several millennia. [...] those Ukrainians
have somehow lived here for a longer time than those groups from the Middle East." (Pavol, |. 614-
616; 646-647)

It can also be seen how moral circle and moral shock are related. If a person perceives the conflicts
in the Middle East as something ‘ordinary’, the outbreak of a new conflict in this region will not
cause them a moral shock. However, it can be a trigger for a person with a wider moral range or
degree of empathy:

When Russia attacked Ukraine, | received many messages from my friends [...] and many of them
told me that they were crying. And now, at the risk of sounding too insensitive, the first thing that
came to my mind at that moment was: Did you cry, | also wrote that to someone, in August 2021
[when Taliban movement retook power in Afghanistan]? [...] | don't understand the arguments that
| encounter, such as that something is culturally closer to us, that the country is neighbouring to us,
etc. [...] Just as | could sympathise with a malnourished child, I didn't even know which country he
was from, the same way | sympathise with a child who comes from Mariupol or Kherson. [...] God
forbid | don't want to help Ukrainians. Which is by no means true. | want to help them [...] But |
cannot overlook the positive discrimination... (Tomas, I. 1320-1323; 1325-1333)

As far as selective solidarity is concerned, two participants who had been working with refugees for
a longer period of time expressed their regret that significant changes in government and society's
assistance to refugees and immigrants only started to happen as a reaction to the war in Ukraine.
Again, a wider moral circle and a desire for equality can be seen.

... | am pleased that the space actually happened there, that is, that it was created, [...] | am not
pleased that it is based on the situation that occurred. As it is absolutely clear that the visibility
came with the fact that an extremely large number of people from Ukraine came, [...] that it
actually caused the fact that suddenly the topic is somehow very crucial and anchored...(Klara, |.
280-283; 285-286)

The ‘double standard’ mentioned by Tomas may be a consequence of the symbolic threat to one’s
values, religion, or ideology, posed by the refugees from Middle East (De Coninck, 2022). Maria
ironically commented on the symbolic threat as follows:

What I think is behind this is that these people, who actually came here and live next to us, are as if
our own, whom we know. Whereas there are some Arabs who simply have strange gods and
completely, you know, crazy opinions and are actually all terrorists, so | guess we won’t sympathise
with them, right? (Maria, |. 443-446)
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Discussion

The aim of this study was to examine the motivations of solidarity towards refugees in Slovakia.
Two themes were identified after the data was analysed using reflexive thematic analysis. The first
theme ‘Need for help’ is formed around the individual need of participants to help refugees. The
second ‘Whom | (won’'t) help’ presents solidarity as arising from social identification of the
participants and the respective inclusivity of the moral circle.

Across the data, it was possible to identify what Radke et al. (2020) described as an outgroup-
focused motivation, focusing on the needs of the refugees. This type of motivation is characterised
by low identification with one’s ingroup, awareness of one’s own privileges, as well as group-based
anger. There were also elements of moral motivation characterised by universalism, the desire for
justice and equality. The following part will discuss the latent - implied - meaning of the statements
of the participants in further detail. In the second theme, both the desire for equality and selective
solidarity in the context of the inclusiveness of the moral circle were identified. Selective solidarity
was especially pronounced among those participants who engaged in helping the refugees in the
short-term. Although semantic (explicit) meanings point to similar motivations of long-term and
short-term helpers, the latent meanings indicate possible differences. In particular, there were
elements of personal motivation identified in several participants who had helped refugees from
Ukraine for a short time, i.e., a desire to improve their position in the eyes of others or experiencing
the joy of helping a disadvantaged group. On the contrary, a moral motivation characterised by the
desire for equality was more characteristic for long-term helpers as they generally had a highly
inclusive moral circle.

Moreover, the implicit role of social identity was also identified in the inclusiveness of the moral
circle. Social identity has been shown to be an important determinant of collective action in the
context of war conflicts or natural disasters in many studies (Hasan-Aslih et al., 2020; Ntontis et al.,
2020). In the current study, identifying with different social groups could be related to the decision
to engage or not in helping a specific disadvantaged group such as refugees from Ukraine or
Afghanistan. Thus, social identity can contribute to shaping the inclusiveness of the moral circle
which further shapes what kind of situation will or will not trigger a moral shock for the individual.

Furthermore, Van Zomeren et al. (2008) have distinguished between non-politicised and politicised
identity, claiming that politicised social identity is a stronger predictor of involvement in collective
action. This was recognized in participants who had been engaged in helping over a longer period
and in short-term helpers to a certain extent as well. In this case, helping a disadvantaged group
could also be a means of expressing a political stance. In other words, supporting Ukraine and
defining itself against Russia's aggression and against Vladimir Putin, who was often blamed for the
situation, contributed to the emergence of group-based anger (Kende et al., 2017; Radke et al.,
2020; van Zomeren et al., 2008).

The current findings suggest that social identity predicts actions for the disadvantaged group in
both short-term or humanitarian and long-term aid. Consistent with the concepts described by Louis
et al. (2019) and Thomas and McGarty (2017) that distinguish between ‘collective giving’ and
‘collective acting’, the motivation underlying one-time assistance or ‘collective giving’ is often
ingroup-focused (Radke et al.,, 2020). Even though this form of help could theoretically be
compared with the short-term helpers in the data, it would not be labelled as such because even
the participants who assisted refugees in the short term expressed active solidarity, often at the
expense of their free time. According to Thomas and McGarty (2017), aid in the form of charity or
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donations often leads to the dependence of the disadvantaged group on the advantaged group,
thus perpetuating the social dominance of the majority and group hierarchy. However, it could be
argued that in the context of an immediate crisis, this type of help is somewhat necessary while the
differentiation between help leading to dependence and acts leading to systemic changes is more
relevant in the context of long-term deprivation and group inequalities.

In conclusion, the social identity formed by the social environment of the participants and the
subsequent inclusiveness of their moral circle could therefore be related to the situation or event
that triggered a moral shock. Together, these antecedents lead to the need to act with this action
taking different forms. In the current sample, it was possible to recognize a combination of several
types of motivations for solidarity often present simultaneously. This is the advantage of the model
by Radke et al. (2020) who have separated the antecedents and behavioural manifestations of
motivations, making it possible to recognize diverse motivations present in the same individual,
subject to change over time (Kutlaca et al., 2020; Radke et al. al., 2020).

Limitations

The sample consisted of people involved in both short-term help that were mobilised by the war in
Ukraine, as well as those who had been involved in helping refugees and immigrants for a longer
period. Even though this heterogeneity indicates differences in solidarity motivations, it does not
allow a deeper examination into what differentiates the people who endure in helping and devoting
their professional lives to this cause.

The data collection took place from December 2022 to March 2023 when the war in Ukraine had
already lasted for about a year. As such, it could have been more difficult for the participants to
reconstruct their experiences than it would have been if the data had been collected at the time
when they had been involved.

The results may also have been influenced by the fact that all the long-term helpers worked in
Bratislava, where the overall social norms may be more supportive of refugees. Even though the
public unanimously supported Ukraine at the beginning of the war (Ako sa méate, Slovensko?, 2022)
and did not question helping the victims of direct violence, the acceptance of refugees was still
conditional upon meeting the criteria for deservingness of help (Poslon & Lasticova, forthcoming). It
is therefore questionable whether the motivations of solidarity among people who work in this field
would differ in other parts of Slovakia where the public may be less supportive of these forms of
solidarity.

Implications

The accounts of the participants have demonstrated the importance of the inclusiveness of the
moral circle and of situations that cause moral shock as being possible antecedents of solidarity
with a vulnerable group. The interviews repeatedly touched on the role and influence of the media
on the formation of attitudes towards refugees. The way specific events are presented by the media
could affect which situations are perceived as ‘normal’ or ordinary, thus shaping our moral circle
and overall solidarity towards the disadvantaged group. It is strongly believed that dispelling myths
about refugees should be part of the public discussion and while NGOs put great effort in, they are
not given enough space for it.
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Future research

Since this study was exploratory qualitative research, it is not possible to generalise the results.
Therefore, it would be necessary to explore the motivations of solidarity towards refugees in
Slovakia in the future from a quantitative point of view as well. Since social identity was shown to
be a possible significant antecedent of solidarity motivations in the research, it would be valuable
to investigate which social groups are salient for people who did not show solidarity towards
refugees. While the inclusiveness of the moral circle was recognised as an important element, the
next step would be to examine the moral circles of people in Slovakia to determine which
vulnerable groups tend to be included, and thus with whom and on what basis society is generally
more empathetic.

The present results are limited to describing initial motivations in helping refugees and yet the
question of persisting in help is of equal importance and should be further examined in future
research. Given the difference in attitudes towards refugees in Slovakia before and after the start of
the war in Ukraine (Ako sa mate Slovensko?, 2022; Krivy, 2017; TASR, 2016) and thus the different
perception of various groups of refugees based on their country of origin, future research could
focus on the motivations for solidarity in people who continued to help refugees even after the
initial solidarity wave had declined. Indeed, surveys conducted after one year of war in Ukraine
showed that solidarity with refugees from Ukraine has significantly decreased, despite the fact that
the war in this territory is still ongoing (Papcunové, 2023).
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[1] There is also not enough empirical work looking at the needs of the Ukrainian refugees
themselves in Slovakia, for a notable exception, see Papcunova et al. (2023).
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