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 Civic participation is important for peace-building and democratic development; 

however, the role of mental health has been largely overlooked by policy makers aiming to 

stimulate engagement in civil society. This study investigated antecedents of civic participation 

in Colombia, a setting of protracted political conflict, using boot-strapped mediation in path 

analysis. Past exposure to violence, experience with community anti-social behavior, and 

perceived social trust were all significantly related to civic participation. In addition, depression 

mediated the impact of past exposure to political violence and perceived social trust, but not 

community antisocial behavior, on civic participation. In this context, findings challenged 

depictions of helpless victims and instead suggested that when facing greater risk (past violence 

exposure and community antisocial behavior), individuals responded in constructive ways, 

taking on agency in their communities. Social trust in one’s neighbors and community also 

facilitated deeper engagement in civic life. Relevant to the mediation test, interventions aiming 

to increase civic participation should take mental health into account. Limitations and possible 

future research are discussed. 
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 A strong civil society has the potential to support peacebuilding initiatives that aim to 

transform a history of violent conflict (Paffenholz & Spurk, 2006). However, in settings of 

protracted conflict, there are a number of factors that may undermine participation in civic life. 

For example, past studies have shown that exposure to political violence is a risk factor that 

adversely affects individual well-being (Puac-Polanco et al., 2015; Sousa, 2013); mental health, 

in turn, is integrally related to civic participation (Almedom, 2005). Despite this connection, 

mental health is frequently overlooked by policymakers interested in ending conflict and 

building democracy (Kaufman, 2006; Shapiro, 2010). Settings of political violence are also often 



plagued by antisocial behavior that is not specifically related to the conflict dynamics (Taylor et 

al., 2011). These forms of ongoing community antisocial behavior may also affect an 

individual’s willingness to engage in community life and can be a risk factor for mental health 

problems (Chen, Propp, & Lee, 2015; Taylor et al., 2013). However, despite adversity, 

individuals may also rely on important resources; for example, social trust and support may 

increase levels of community engagement and bolster mental health (Verduin, Smid, Wind, & 

Scholte, 2014). Following a psychosocial model, the current study assessed how external factors 

(e.g., risks or resources) influenced internal mental states (e.g., depression), which in turn 

affected behavior (e.g., civic participation). These relations were examined in the Caribbean 

coast of Colombia, a region with robust civil society movements despite ongoing violence. 

 

Risks and Resources Related to Civic Participation 

 

 Civic participation may have long-term peacebuilding implications (Paffenholz & Spurk, 

2006). Across a range of contexts, civic participation has been shown to prevent the outbreak of 

ethnic riots (Varshney, 2001), enhance peace negotiations (Cross, 2004), and strengthen 

reconciliation (Hamber, 2009). Outside the state system, civil society provides a nonviolent 

mechanism to channel voices of dissent to policymakers (Chirot & McCauley, 2006). Civic 

participation may also strengthen social networks through cross-cutting social ties, which have 

been shown to prevent violent outbreaks (Varshney, 2001). This research reflects an inclusive 

conceptualization of civil society; it shows that not only peacebuilding nongovernmental 

organizations, but also diverse types of community groups may contribute to positive social 

change. For example, sports or recreation events have been used to promote reconciliation 

(Höglund & Sundberg, 2008). The church has also played an important peacebuilding role in 

many societies, including Colombia (Gaviria, 2009). Finally, political and community 

development groups offer the potential to deepen democratic engagement at the local level 

(Corona, 2004). Thus, with this broad working definition of civic participation, the study 

examined factors that relate to more active engagement in a range of groups that may promote 

conflict transformation (Kriesberg, 2006). 

 



 One factor that may be related to the peacebuilding potential of civic participation is past 

political violence, or the use of threats and direct aggression between armed combatants for 

political objectives. Although some studies have found that political violence may dampen social 

engagement among survivors (Pedersen, 2002; Sousa, 2013), another body of research suggests 

that political violence can mobilize feelings of solidarity and social engagement (see Barber, 

2009; Vollhardt, 2009). The latter set of relations may be explained by altruism born of 

suffering; this theory explains how individuals who have suffered past harms, may be motivated 

to help other members of society (Vollhardt, 2009). For example, youth exposed to political 

violence were more likely to engage in activism for societal change (Barber, 2009). Although 

there may be negative consequences for other domains of functioning, such as mental health, this 

research suggests that exposure to political violence may promote engagement in civic life. 

 

 However, not all forms of violence affect people in the same way. That is, past violence 

rooted in political conflict between armed groups (e.g., forced displacement) may function in 

distinct ways from current community violence, or antisocial behaviors that can occur in any 

setting (e.g., home robberies). These forms of community antisocial behavior may tear at the 

social fabric of communities. Research has found that experience with community violence 

relatesd to lower levels of volunteering and civic engagement (Chen et al., 2015). Experiencing 

negative events in the community may also challenge a sense of a shared social order (Janoff-

Bulman & Frieze, 1983). Therefore, community-related stressors such as antisocial behavior may 

curtail or dampen the motivation to work for and with others. Balancing these risk factors, other 

social resources may also influence individual civic participation. 

 

 One factor underlying strong community relations and a vibrant civil society is social 

trust, or the positive expectation about others’ intentions, motivations, and behaviors (Tam, 

Hewstone, Kenworthy, & Cairns et al, 2009). Perceived social trust has been shown to relate to a 

host of constructs at the individual, community, and national levels, such as well-being, 

participation in civil society, and democratic development (Delhey &and Newton, 2003; Stolle, 

1998). For example, in a national study in Coloumbia, interpersonal trust provided a sense of 

security and safety that was linked with behaviors related to community belonging (Hurtado, 

Kawachi, and& Sudarsky, 2011). These findings suggest that social trust may be a necessary 



antecedent for an individual to decide to take part in community organizsations. To further this 

review of the direct effects of various risks and resources on civic participation, the following 

section discusses the potential mediating role of mental health in these relations. 

 

Mental Health in Conflict Settings 

 

 Mental health, or internal well-being related to psychological distress (Puac-Polanco et 

al., 2015), may be negatively affected by both political violence and community antisocial 

behavior. For example, past exposure to political violence has been shown to have long-lasting 

effects on adult mental health (Merrilees et al., 2011). Civilians affected by political violence, 

such as those who have survived forced displacement, may be susceptible to negative mental 

health outcomes, such as internalizing problems, depression, and posttraumatic stress symptoms 

(Sousa, 2013, Siriwardhana & Stewart, 2013; Sousa, 2013). In addition, research has found that 

levels of community violence are positively related to internalizing problems (Beiser, Wiwa, & 

Adebajo, 2010). By eroding feelings of safety and security, both past exposure to political threat 

and living in an environment of ongoing antisocial behavior relate to higher levels of 

psychological distress. 

 

 Yet even in settings of risk, there may be personal and social resources that are linked 

with fewer mental health symptoms. Social trust within and across groups is related to improved 

mental health (Almedom, 2005); the degree that individuals can access these social resources can 

positively affect well-being (Taylor, 2015). For example, in South Africa, social trust was 

associated with lower levels of depression (Tomita & Burns, 2013). These factors are important 

because poor mental health has other social implications. Depression, for example, is related to 

social withdrawal (Cruwys et al., 2014), which may be related to lower levels of civic 

participation. To better understand the role of mental health as it relates to these risks, resources, 

and civic participation, the current study builds on this past research to examine these relations in 

a setting of protracted conflict. 

 

Caribbean Coast of Colombia 

 



 Although over 50fifty years of internal armed conflict has adversely affected many in 

Colombia, the Caribbean coast has an important history of paramilitarism, demobilization 

through the 2005 Justice and Peace Law, and subsequent resurgence of crime and 

narcotrafficking (International Crisis Group, 2006;, Restrepo, Spagat, & Vargas, 2006). The 

paramilitaries were originally organized as private self-defense groups and enjoyed the support 

of the state; in the 1990s, they began participating in the drug trade and consolidated into the 

United Self-Defense Forces of Colombia (AUC). As paramilitary power increased, so did land 

seizures and forced displacement for the cultivation of illicit crops and to access ports on the 

Caribbean (Saab &and Taylor 2009). Despite demobilization of approximately 32,000 members 

of the AUC and other paramilitary factions through the Justice and Peace Law (Tate, 2009), the 

violence in Colombia continues, particularly along the Caribbean coast where approximately one 

third of the collective demobilized paramilitary groups occurred (International Crisis Group, 

2006). Since the initiation of demobilization in 2005, there has been a steady expansion of illegal 

groups around narcotrafficking, largely composed of former para-military members; this 

phenomenon is linked to community antisocial behavior and has created a sense of insecurity and 

instability in the Caribbean coast (International Crisis Group, 2008). 

 

 Despite decades of war, Colombia has maintained a vibrant civil society (Bouvier 2009; 

Negrete & Garcés, 2010, Bouvier 2009;), which has helped Colombians resist and repeal some 

of the negative consequences of such violence (Sánchez, 2013). For example, the Caribbean 

region has been home to a number of local community efforts to transform the conflict through 

creative and nonviolent means (Esquivias-Ballesta &and Gerbich, 2009). Thus, with a history of 

violence and strong civil society movements (Comisión Nacional de Reparaciones y 

Reconciliación,CNRR 2010), this region represents an important area to understand the 

dynamics supporting peacebuilding efforts amid protracted conflict. 
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