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Antecedents of the attitude towards inter-group reconciliation
in a setting of armed confl ict

Mónica Alzate, José Manuel Sabucedo and Mar Durán
Universidad de Santiago de Compostela

The interest of social scientists in reconciliation as a concept, 
both at group and inter-group levels, is fairly recent. This is due 
to the fact that throughout the history of Psychology, has been 
predominant; its theories were understood at the individual and inter-
personal level. According to some authors, the conceptualisation 
of reconciliation from an inter-group perspective has become more 
common in the last few decades, a consequence of the spread of 
intra-state confl icts after the end of the “Cold War” (Bar-Tal & 
Bennink, 2004; Kelman, 2008; Rouhana, 2004; Shnabel & Nadler, 
2008).

As its name indicates, an intra-state confl ict occurs within a 
common political unit, its main actors usually remaining within the 

borders of a particular Nation State. Consequently, confl icts of this 
type are not usually handled through traditional confl ict resolution 
or diplomatic means. The resolution of internal confl icts requires 
processes that teach people how to establish peaceful co-existence, 
restore relationships and mend the emotional damage caused by 
the confl ict. Not only do objective and tangible aspects need to 
be restored, but it is also important to re-establish symbolic and 
emotional ties as well. For authors such as Kelman (2008), Staub 
(2005), Shnabel and Nadler (2010) and others, transformation of 
intra-state confl icts can only take place through reconciliation. 

The present article defi nes reconciliation in the terms set out 
by Bar-Tal and Bennink (2004); it is seen as a process which may 
allow mutual acknowledgement and acceptance, the inversion 
of interests and aims to develop peaceful relations, mutual trust, 
positive attitudes, as well as a sensitivity and consideration of the 
interests and needs of the other party. 

In general, reconciliation consists of the removal of the 
emotional barriers which hinder the path towards resolution 
of the inter-group confl ict (Shnabel & Nadler, 2008). Some of 
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the elements which constitute these barriers or that may boost 
reconciliation are depicted by Maoz (2004), broken down into 
two large categories: a) the perceptual biases that each party has 
developed about itself and its opponents; and b) the frames that 
promote reconciliation. Based on this classifi cation, this article 
proposes a model that reintroduces four variables which could have 
a bearing on the process of reconciliation: ethnocentric attitude, 
negotiating attitude, the perceived legitimacy of the adversary and 
outgroup trust. The fi rst of these variables corresponds to Maoz’s 
fi rst category (2004), and the other three to the second. Each of 
these variables are detailed below. 

Ethnocentric attitude entails ingroup favourability bias. 
Classic studies in Social Psychology, such as those by LeVine 
and Campbell (1972) and Sherif, Harvey, White, Hood and Sherif 
(1961) show how interaction with a competitive and threatening 
outgroup is related to an increase in ethnocentrism. Likewise, 
recent research, such as that undertaken by Kinzel and Fisher 
(1993) has demonstrated that ethnocentrism lies at the core of the 
confl ict escalation. Thus, where inter-group confl icts arise, each of 
the parties may tend to perceive itself in a favorable way, which 
leads to the praising of its own group and to the perception of being 
more virtuous than the adversary. 

Ethnocentric attitudes make it more diffi cult for the groups 
to acknowledge the negative consequences of their actions, their 
responsibilities during the confl ict and the notion that the confl ict 
has caused suffering to both parties. All this will make the process 
of reconciliation more diffi cult (Bar-Siman-Tov, 2004). Likewise, 
ethnocentrism incites a negative image of the other side that may 
favor hostility, hate and violence (Brewer, 2007).

The second variable proposed by this study is negotiating 
attitude. This is a process in which the willingness to seek out 
and fulfi ll the common interests of all sides involved in the 
confl ict is enhanced. Fisas (2004) highlights three aspects of 
the negotiating process: the conviction that any achievement 
is better than prolonging the existing situation, that results and 
satisfaction are sought by all parties, and that all parties are likely 
to make concessions. Negotiating is an important step towards the 
restoration of the social order and peace, but according to Long 
and Brecke (2003), it is not enough on its own. Other variables 
have to be considered as well. 

The third variable which is proposed in this model is that of trust, 
an element that enables the frames of polarization between the parts 
to be modifi ed. This is a recurring variable in different studies on 
constructive confl ict transformation. Redress of trust is a condition 
which increases the possibilities of reconciliation and the resolution 
of confl icts (Davidson, McElwee, & Hannan, 2004; Kelman, 2005; 
Lewicki & Wiethoff, 2000; Mukashema & Mullet, 2010).

The fourth variable in the model is legitimacy, which is 
understood as the justifi cation and acceptance of the adversary’s 
actions (Spears, 2008 p. 330). Through legitimacy, groups 
assess whether the aims and strategies used by the others are as 
commendable as their own. It also helps to create the perception 
that the arguments of the “other side” are as valid as one’s own, 
even if they are not shared. Not perceiving this legitimacy widens 
inter-group differentiation and increases competition between 
groups (Bar-Tal, 1990).

In accordance with the abovementioned variables – ethnocentric 
attitude, negotiating attitude, trust and legitimacy – the main 
objective of this study is to create a model that will allow us to 
determine the role of these variables in the development of a 

reconciliatory attitude amongst a group of civilians living in a 
confl ict setting. Special emphasis will be placed on the segment 
of population that is not directly involved in the armed confl ict, 
as this group is a fundamental part of the confl ict transformation 
process owing to the direct infl uence it has on decisions made by 
confl icting sides (Sabucedo, Rodríguez, & López, 2000).

We have also set out a model for a current confl ict, as per 
Kelman’s thesis (2008). According to this author, reconciliation 
is a process that may begin even before any peace agreement is 
signed. Furthermore, reconciliation is not only a consequence 
of the successful resolution of a confl ict; it is a process which 
constitutes the beginning of a peace process and which must be 
considered a comprehensive part of it. Some of the current models 
have addressed reconciliation during post-confl ict stages, as in the 
case of Noor, Brown, González, Manzi and Lewis (2008) and Noor, 
Brown and Prentice (2008). In their studies, models are composed 
of variables based on previous forgiveness or which serve as a 
mediation to it and to inter-group reconciliation. These models 
were validated amongst university students in countries where two 
different communities were in confl ict: Protestants and Catholics 
in Northern Ireland as well as left and right-wing in Chile. The 
confl icts studied by these authors divided their respective societies 
into clear factions; the model we propose in this study represents 
a new approach oriented to a population that is not actively 
participating in a current armed confl ict. 

In order to validate the aim of our research, we have based our 
work on the real-life case of the Colombian socio-political confl ict, 
with our focus being on the civilian population. While not direct 
participants, this segment of the population can still be considered 
part of this confl ict, playing an important role in the process of 
reconciliation. According to Bar-Tal and Bennink (2004), in order 
to achieve a stable reconciliation, transformation has to go beyond 
the decisions made by political leaders and has to allow for changes 
in the motivations, objectives, beliefs, attitudes and emotions of 
the entire society. 

Due to the special characteristics of the context in which our 
research was conducted, some background information is provided 
below: 

Political confl ict in Colombia

This confl ict has lasted for more than 50 years, and is based on 
the unequal distribution of the country’s resources (land, wealth, 
political power, etc.) and on the use of repressive strategies to 
counteract social problems. During the 1960s and 1970s, a number 
of guerrilla groups were organized (FARC - Revolutionary Armed 
Forces of Colombia; ELN - National Liberation Army; EPL - 
Popular Liberation Army; M-19 –the 19th of April Movement; 
amongst others). They sought social change in order to promote 
a fair distribution of wealth and power. The 1980s and 1990s saw 
the rise of several paramilitary groups the aim of which being to 
counteract guerrilla warfare. The armed confl ict is composed of 
three actors: guerrilla groups, government and paramilitary groups. 
Besides its economical and political consequences, this confl ict 
has led to dramatic consequences for the civilian population. 
Some fi gures taken during the year under study illustrate this 
context: nearly two-thirds of the victims killed as a result of the 
confl ict were civilians, and only one third of them were members 
of the illegal groups themselves (Salamanca, 2008); 3.7 million 
people (8.5% of the country’s population) have suffered internal 
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displacement (United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees – 
UNHCR, 2011); 3000 probable cases of “extrajudicial execution” 
were attributed to the Army between 2004 and 2008 and 51310 
people have disappeared under forced circumstances (Offi ce of 
the High Commissioner for Human Rights –OHCHR–, 2011). 
In addition, there are numerous structural causes which lie at the 
origin of the confl ict. Although Colombia enjoys a high Human 
Development Index (HDI) with respect to other Latin American 
countries, its Extreme Poverty Index (16%) is amongst the highest 
in the region. Moreover, the Gini index for 2010 places the country 
amongst the seven most unequal countries of the planet (UNDP - 
United Nations Development Programme, 2010).

Method

Participants 

The sample was composed of 188 Colombian civilians (57 
men and 131 women; with an average age of 32.5 and a standard 
deviation of 10.97). Participants volunteered freely in interviews 
and were contacted through different social organizations, 
neighbourhood and students’ associations, NGOs and government 
Humanitarian Aid programmes.

Procedure

The variables were measured through the individual 
Psychosocial Disposition towards Confl ict questionnaire (PDCQ), 
which was specifi cally developed for this study and whose 
psychometrically validated data was published by Alzate, Durán 
and Sabucedo, 2009. For the present paper, scales that measured 
trust, ethnocentric attitude, legitimacy, negotiating attitude and 
reconciliation were used. 

Instruments 

Apart from the socio-demographic information, all other items 
in the questionnaire featured rating scale questions that ranged 
from 1 (totally agree) to 5 (totally disagree). 

Ethnocentric attitude was rated according to Kinzel and Fisher 
(1993), using six questions covering: hate and threatening feelings; 
expression of disdain and antagonism towards the outgroup; 
attribution of negative features to the other; use of certain 
arguments which may be considered an attack on the other party; 
feelings of mistrust; and polarization of the population’s position 
towards the outgroup (α= .73). 

Negotiating attitude was measured through fi ve items, following 
Fisas (2004): favorable attitude towards negotiation; positive 
consequences of negotiation; willingness to renounce; willingness 
to make concessions; and an attitude of preference towards a pacifi c 
coexistence instead of the honor of an armed victory (α= .69). 

Trust was evaluated through three items: the “good intentions” 
of the groups which took up arms; the coherence between their 
words and their actions; and the sincerity of the relations between 
those who took up arms and citizens (α= .66). 

Legitimacy was measured through two items, one which 
evaluates the aims and another which evaluates the strategies of 
those who took up arms (α= .62). 

The six items employed to evaluate the preference towards 
reconciliation are based on Bar-Tal and Bennink’s (2004) proposal 

and measures: the level of accordance with the egalitarian 
treatment of the groups which took up arms; the recognition 
of their civil rights; the recognition of their political rights; the 
possibility of sharing common spaces; establishing common aims; 
and disposition towards cooperative aims (α= .86). 

Data analysis

To develop an integrated model that explains attitudes towards 
reconciliation, Pearson’s correlation was established between 
the variables. The mediator role as well as the model’s fi t and its 
predicting capacity with regard to the reconciliation variable were 
analysed. The correlations were obtained through SPSS software. 
As far as mediation is concerned, both the magnitude and the 
signifi cant mediating effect of the variables were analysed through 
the Med Graph I program (Jose, 2004). This program provides 
an estimate of the mediation magnitude (total, partial or null) 
according to Baron and Kenny (1986) and calculates the mediating 
signifi cance by way of the Sobel test. The predicting capacity and 
the model’s fi t were established through a path analysis using 
AMOS v.18. 

Results

Table 1 contains the resulting correlations, means and 
standard deviations. Correlations were found to be in the 
expected direction. The variables for trust, ethnocentric attitude, 
legitimacy and negotiating attitude were signifi cantly correlated 
to the reconciliation variable. The trust variable also correlated 
with all the variables. In light of this last result, we can consider 
this variable to have a possible direct and indirect effect on the 
reconciliation.

In order to determine the extent to which these variables 
exhibit a mediating role, the effects of ethnocentric attitude, 
negotiating attitude and legitimacy on the relation between trust 
and reconciliation were analyzed.

The corresponding results of the Sobel test (z-test) are presented 
in Table 2. All of them were statistically signifi cant (p<.05) and 
for each of the variables there was partial mediation. According to 
Baron and Kenny (1986) partial mediation shows the presence of 
multiple mediating factors; each mediator is powerful, but by itself 
is not enough to produce an effect.

Table 1
Correlations, means, and standard deviation of the measured variables

1 2 3 4 5

1. Trust 1 -.290** .337** .312** .378**

2. Ethnocentric attitude 1 -.130 -.153* -.311**

3. Legitimacy 1 .135 .287**

4. Negotiating attitude 1 .518**

5. Reconciliation 1

Mean 1.59 3.28 1.74 3.30 2.91

SD .76 .97 .85 .98 1.37

Notes: N= 188
** Correlation is signifi cant at the .01 level (bilateral)
* Correlation is signifi cant at the .05 level (bilateral)
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Once the mediator role of the variables was statistically confi rmed, 
two models were drawn up to determine their fi t and the predicting 
capacity of the variables with respect to reconciliation. The good fi t 
indexes of the model are based on criteria recommended by Bollen 
(1989), Hu and Bentler (1999), and Blunch (2010): the normalized 
chi-square per degree of freedom (CMIN/DF) <3; Goodness-of-
fi t indexes (GFI) ≥.95; Comparative Fix Indexes (CFI) ≥.95; Root 
Mean Square Error Of Approximation (RMSEA) ≤.05. 

The fi rst model assumes that the trust variable, along with the 
other variables, has a direct effect on reconciliation. According to 
these criteria, this scenario does not show a good fi t. It shows a χ² 

of 59.45 (p<.0001); CMIN/DF, GFI and CFI were 9.90, .88 and 
.61, respectively; and RMSEA was found to be .22. The variance 
is 29%. 

In the second model, trust affects reconciliation through the 
other three variables. Here all indexes have a better fi t (χ² of 
1.31 (p= .72); CMIN/DF, GFI and CFI were .437, 0.99 and 1, 
respectively; and RMSEA was 0.00) with the explained variance 
increasing from 29% to 36% (Figure 1). 

The second model integrates the variables showing their 
mediator role. Reconciliation is preceded by the mediating action 
of ethnocentric attitude, legitimacy and negotiating attitude. Trust 
is a variable that precedes this mediation but which is also directly 
related to reconciliation. In Figure 1, all paths are signifi cant. 
Trust has a negative direct effect on ethnocentric attitude (β= -.29, 
p<.001), and a positive direct effect on legitimacy, (β= .34, p<.001), 
negotiating attitude (β= .31, p<.001) and reconciliation (β= .14, 
p<.001). Ethnocentric attitude has a negative effect on reconciliation 
(β= -.19, p<.001); and legitimacy a direct positive effect (β= .16, 
p<.001), as does negotiating attitude (β= .43, p<.001). 

Discussion

This study analyzed a set of psycho-social variables which play 
a key role on reconciliation processes. A model based on Maoz 

(2004) which empirically integrates different variables and studied 

independently by other authors, was analyzed. It was found that 
trust, a positive negotiating attitude and an attitude that legitimizes 
the outgroup positively affect the attitude of reconciliation, 
accompanied by a less ethnocentric attitude towards the other. As was 
hypothesized, trust plays a key role in reconciliation, through other 
variables. Similar results were found in other studies, such as those 
by Davidson, McElwee and Hannan (2004) and Nadler and Liviatan 
(2006). In this latter study, researchers observed how a Jewish group 
demonstrated a favorable response to a message emitted by a leader 
of an adversarial group in cases where a high level of trust was also 
detected. In this case, the success of the process of socio-emotional 
reconciliation depended on the trust in the adversaries. 

Studies by theorists such as Burton, Osgood and Kelman have 
considered trust-building to be fundamental. According to Burton 
(1969), trust made it possible for communication processes between 
the Greek and the Turkish communities to be established during 
the Cyprus dispute. President Sadat’s unilateral peace initiative in 
the Middle East involved trust as a central element as well; this 
initiative was based on Osgood’s proposal (1962) about the GRIT 
(Graduated and Reciprocated Iniciatives in Tension-Reduction). 
Similarly, Kelman (2005) considers trust as one of the elements that 
facilitated the Oslo Accord in 1993. The building of trust fosters 
belief in the words of our opponent, the assumption that he/she is 
acting on good faith, and is based on the belief that constructive 
ways of solving the confl ict exist. However, the building of trust 
can often create a dilemma that contributes to the perpetuation of 
barriers that impede the constructive transformation of confl icts. 
As observed by Kelman (2005): “parties cannot enter into a peace 
process without some degree of mutual trust, but the trust cannot 
be built unless the parties enter into a peace process”. This would 
explain why, from different theoretical perspectives, trust may 
be assumed to be both an antecedent to and a consequence of 
reconciliation. In this study, no strict inference about the causal 
direction of the variables has been made. We only propose a model 
with a better fi t and predictive capacity in which the reconciliation 
process results from the development of trust. 

One of the peculiarities of this study is its emphasis on the 
civilian population, who suffer the consequences of violent socio-
political confl icts. Working with people who are experiencing a 
real-life situation of this kind presents some advantages. However, 
it is also important to consider some of its limitations: the diffi culty 
in controlling some variables, achieving voluntary participation on 
a mass-scale, and also ensuring the prolonged presence of subjects 
in longitudinal studies. Given these issues, the results of this study 
cannot be generalized to the whole population or to different 
confl ict settings. However, these drawbacks are compensated by 
the ecological validity of the study. In this case, it seems especially 
relevant to approach the subject of reconciliation from the 
perspective of those who suffer daily the consequences of a violent 
political confl ict such as that seen in Colombia today.

In general, this study contributes to the integration of a number 
of aspects that facilitate processes of social reconciliation, as 
it explicitly deals with some of the perceptions (trust), attitudes 
(ethnocentric and negotiating) and beliefs (legitimacy) which could 
change the course of a confrontation. Therefore, and in keeping 
with other studies (Borja, Barreto, Alzate, Sabucedo, & López, 
2009; Borja, Barreto, Sabucedo, & López, 2008), we believe that a 
practical suggestion for the reconciliation process in Colombia must 
emphasize the constructive strategies of confl ict transformation, 
rather than focus on excluding, ethnocentric or imposed strategies. 

Table 2
Signifi cance and magnitude of mediator variables

Mediators Z (Sobel Test) Mediation magnitude 

Negotiating attitude 3.77** Partial

Ethnocentric attitude 2.52* Partial

Legitimacy 2.24* Partial

Note: Z Sobel Test http://www.danielsoper.com/statcalc/calc31.aspx
 ** p<.01; * p<.05

Trust Reconciliation

Ethnocentric attitude

Legitimacy

Negotiating attitude

.08

-.19

.36
-.29

.34 .16
.14

.11

.31

.10

.43

Figure 1. Second model: Mediation model of the attitude towards 
reconciliation
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Thus, greater effort must be made to re-establish trust, foster a 
greater willingness to negotiate and help each party acknowledge 
the legitimacy of the outgroup. It is necessary to clarify that this 
acknowledgement does not involve sharing the proposals of the 

other party, or renouncing its own objective as a group. It only 
indicates that the existence of a “truth” different from ours may be 
accepted and that greater, shared effort is needed in order to reap 
the rewards of the end of an armed confl ict.
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