
Impact of political violence, social trust, and depression on civic
participation in Colombia

Taylor, L. K. (2016). Impact of political violence, social trust, and depression on civic participation in Colombia.
Peace and Conflict: Journal of Peace Psychology , 22(2), 145-152. https://doi.org/10.1037/pac0000139

Published in:
Peace and Conflict: Journal of Peace Psychology

Document Version:
Peer reviewed version

Queen's University Belfast - Research Portal:
Link to publication record in Queen's University Belfast Research Portal

Publisher rights
© 2015 American Psychological Association
This article may not exactly replicate the final version published in the APA journal 'Peace and Conflict'. It is not the copy of record.

General rights
Copyright for the publications made accessible via the Queen's University Belfast Research Portal is retained by the author(s) and / or other
copyright owners and it is a condition of accessing these publications that users recognise and abide by the legal requirements associated
with these rights.

Take down policy
The Research Portal is Queen's institutional repository that provides access to Queen's research output. Every effort has been made to
ensure that content in the Research Portal does not infringe any person's rights, or applicable UK laws. If you discover content in the
Research Portal that you believe breaches copyright or violates any law, please contact openaccess@qub.ac.uk.

Open Access
This research has been made openly available by Queen's academics and its Open Research team.  We would love to hear how access to
this research benefits you. – Share your feedback with us: http://go.qub.ac.uk/oa-feedback

Download date:19. Apr. 2024

https://doi.org/10.1037/pac0000139
https://pure.qub.ac.uk/en/publications/76cbe860-93eb-409d-bec9-28d8be67a247


 

 

Running Header: POLITICAL VIOLENCE & CIVIC PARTICIPATION 

 

 

  

Impact of political violence, social trust, and depression on civic participation in Colombia 

 

Laura K. Taylor 

Queen’s University, Belfast 

 

 

Correspondence should be directed to Laura K. Taylor, Lecturer (Assistant Professor) in the 

School of Psychology, Queen’s University, Belfast (l.taylor@qub.ac.uk). This research was 

funded by a Kellogg Institute Graduate Research Grant, Kroc Institute Graduate Research 

Summer Funding and Institute for Scholarship in the Liberals Arts Graduate Student Research 

Award from the University of Notre Dame. I would like to thank the many individuals who have 

participated in the project, including the support of the Citizens Commission for Reconciliation 

in the Caribbean (CCRC), the research teams at the University of Sinú, Córdoba, and CECAR, 

Sucre, and David Backer for his consultation. I am grateful to John Paul Lederach and the 

members of the Peacebuilding Apprenticeship program for their guidance and support. 

 

 

 

  



 

 

Abstract 

Civic participation is important for peacebuilding and democratic development; however, the 

role of mental health has been largely overlooked by policymakers aiming to stimulate 

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

Colombia, a setting of protracted political conflict, using bootstrapped mediation in path 

analysis. There was a significant, positive direct effects between past exposure to violence, 

experience with community antisocial behavior, and perceived social trust on 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 individuals respond 

in constructive ways, taking on agency in their communities, when facing greater risk (past 

violence exposure and community antisocial behavior). 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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Impact of political violence, social trust, and depression on civic participation in Colombia 

 

A strong civil society has the potential to support peacebuilding initiatives which 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 on-going 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 on-going 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 non-violent 

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 civil society; it shows that not only peacebuilding non-governmental 

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 will 

examine 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 was 

related 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 with and for 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, 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 & Newton, 2003; Stolle, 1998). For 

example, in a national study in Colombia, interpersonal trust provided a sense of security and 

safety that was linked with behaviors related to community belonging (Hurtado, Kawachi, & 

Sudarsky, 2011). These findings suggest that social trust may be a necessary antecedent for an 

individual to decide to take part in community organizations. To further this review of the direct 

effects of various risks and resources on civic participation, the following section will discuss 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 post-traumatic stress symptoms 

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

community violence to 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 on-going antisocial behavior are related 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 between individuals in a group 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. 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 will build on this past research to 

examine these relations in a setting of protracted conflict.  

 



 

 

Caribbean Coast of Colombia 

Although over 50 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 (ICG, 2006; Restrepo et al., 2006). In the 1990s, paramilitaries, originally 

organized as private self-defense groups enjoying support of the state, began participating in the 

drug trade and consolidated into the United Self-Defense Forces of Colombia (AUC). As their 

power increased, so did land seizures and forced displacement for the cultivation of illicit crops 

and to access ports on the Caribbean (Saab & 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 (ICG, 2006). Since the initiation of demobilization in 2005, there has been a 

steady expansion of illegal groups around narcotrafficking, largely comprised of former 

paramilitary members; this phenomenon is linked to community antisocial behavior and has 

created a sense of insecurity and instability in the Caribbean coast (ICG, 2008).  

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

Negrete & Garcés, 2010), 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 non-

violent means (Esquivias-Ballesta & Gerbich, 2009). Thus, with a history of violence and strong 

civil society movements (CNRR, 2010), this region represents an important area to understand 

the dynamics among peacebuilding efforts amid protracted conflict.  



 

 

Current Study 

Based on this literature, two research questions guided this study in the Caribbean coast 

of Colombia: First, which factors affect civic participation? Second, does mental health mediate 

these relations? Based on altruism born of suffering, it was hypothesized that past exposure to 

political violence would be related to greater participation in civil society (H1). In addition, two 

variables reflecting current individual experiences in social settings were considered: one risk 

factor, community antisocial behavior, and one positive factor, perceived social trust. It was 

expected that on-going experience with community antisocial behavior would be related to lower 

levels of civic participation (H2), but that perceived social trust would be linked higher levels of 

engagement in civic life (H3). Finally, it was expected that mental health would mediate these 

relations such that more depressive symptoms would be related to lower levels of civic 

participation (H4).  

Method 

Design  

The research was conducted in Córdoba and Sucre, two departments along the Caribbean 

coast of Colombia. It was a correlation study that compared between-person levels on the 

constructs of interest. As a guideline for recruitment described below, initial power analyses 

indicated that a sample of 147 participants would be sufficient to detect medium effect sizes (.15) 

at p <.05, with a power of .80, in multiple regression with up to 8 predictors (Cohen, 1992). 

Participants 

The development of the sampling frame and participant recruitment procedures was 

carried out with two university partners, each with a history of engaged scholarship and 

community involvement. Across Córdoba and Sucre, in collaboration with four experts at the 



 

 

partnering universities, municipalities were selected to generate within-case variation on past and 

current violence along with civic participation (Gerring, 2007). These choices were supported by 

the existing literature. For example, in Córdoba the higher violence municipalities had the 

greatest number of homicides from 2001 to 2008 (Negrete, 2008), whereas the lower violence 

municipalities ranked in the bottom half of displacements from 1996 to 2006 (CERAC, 2012). 

More leadership trainings were held in higher participation areas, whereas there were fewer local 

organizations in the lower participation municipalities in Córdoba (Negrete, 2008).  

Within each municipality, approximately 10-15 participants were recruited to reflect 

representative sectors of the population in the Caribbean coast (Negrete, 2008; Negrete & 

Garcés, 2010). Inclusion criteria directed researchers to Afro-Colombians, campesinos, churches, 

demobilized, displaced, indigenous, teachers, trade unionists, women, and conflict victims. 

Participants under the age of 18 were excluded from the study. Given the sensitive nature of the 

survey topics, local contacts facilitated recruitment of participants based on this purposeful 

sampling frame to ensure the security of the participants and research team, while increasing the 

validity of a non-probability sample (White & McBurney, 2010). 

These procedures resulted in a sample of 184 participants (49% men, 51% women) that 

were 42.50 (SD = 14.20; range 19-89) years old on average and self-identified as mestizo (55%), 

Afro-Colombian (14%), indigenous (10%), or chose more than one race/ethnicity. In addition, 

67% were Catholic, 20% Christian/Evangelical, and 13% did not select a religion.  

Measures  

All measures and demographic questions were administered in Spanish. When an existing 

version of the measure was not available in Spanish, the questions were translated by the first 

author and then checked for accuracy by an external translator fluent in English and Spanish. The 



 

 

final wording of each question was refined through a brief pre-test and in consultation with 

faculty at a collaborating university; this ensured that each scale was appropriate to the context.  

Past exposure to political violence. The measure was developed for post-conflict 

settings and has been used in Colombia (Backer, Kulkarni, & Weinstein, 2007; Taylor, 2015a). 

Participants responded to ten questions about past exposure to violence that they had been 

exposed to directly during the conflict in Colombia. The responses were coded 0=no and 1=yes if 

the participants had experienced: detention without cause, physical torture, psychological torture, 

(being )beaten, sexual abuse or attack, witness to murder, threatened with violence, suffered 

damaged house or property, or forcibly displaced. Responses were added to get an overall 

frequency of past exposure to violence; possible scores ranged from 0 to 10. 

Community antisocial behavior. This 10-item scale asked participants to indicate 

various types of current antisocial behaviors that s/he experiences in the community. This 

Spanish-language measure was developed for the High Commission on Reintegration survey 

(ACR, 2007). Dichotomous responses, 0=no and 1=yes, were added to reflect a frequency score 

for the number of types of antisocial behaviors including murders, kidnappings, robberies, etc. 

The responses could range from 0 to 10. A confirmatory two-factor analyses using maximum 

likelihood and promax rotation was conducted to determine the relation between this scale the 

measure of past political violence. Each item loaded onto its respective scale; limited cross-

loadings were low (.10 to .18) and in each case were less than half of the loading onto the 

primary scale. Moreover, the factors of past exposure to political violence and current 

community antisocial behavior were not correlated. 

Perceived social trust. A six-item measure, previously used in Colombia, assessed the 

level of social trust participants (World Social Values Survey, 2005; see on-line Appendix). 



 

 

Participants responded on a four-point Likert scale from 0=no trust at all to 3=completely trust 

the extent to which they felt trust across a number of different domains such as family, 

community, new situations, etc. Possible scores ranged from 0 to 18 with acceptable internal 

consistency (Cronbach’s α = .74). Higher scores could represent deeper trust and/or broader trust 

across more domains. 

Depression. Depression was measured with the Center for Epidemiology’s Depression 

(CESD: Radloff, 1977; Translation: Perczek, Carver, Price, & Pozo-Kaderman, 2000), which has 

been used in other settings of political violence (Pat-Horenczyk et al., 2013; Taylor et al., 2013). 

The 20-item measure included a four-point Likert scale for how often during the last week 

participants have felt any of the following, ranging from 0=rarely or never to 3=a majority of the 

time. Possible items included feeling fearful, depressed, had difficulty concentrating, or thought 

that my life has been a disaster. Depression was computed as a composite variable with a range 

of 0 to 60. The internal consistency of this measure was good (Cronbach’s alpha = .87). 

Civic participation. The level of engagement in civil society groups was assessed with 

13 items compiled from the World Social Values Survey (2005) and the ACR (2007) survey (see 

on-line Appendix). Participants selected among three possible responses: if they were an 

2=active member, 1=inactive member or 0=not a member of groups such as church, sports team, 

or community development organization. A composite indicator was calculated by summing the 

responses for each person, with a possible range of 0 to 26 and acceptable internal consistency 

(Cronbach’s α = .75).  

Procedures 

The survey was administered in Spanish, the primary language of the participants, 

through face-to-face interviews lasting approximately 45 minutes by the PI or one of 16 trained 



 

 

research assistants from the collaborating universities, including faculty, recent graduates, and 

advanced undergraduates in psychology and conflict studies. All participants provided informed 

consent and received no compensation, consistent with the local practices. The study design, 

procedures, and measures were approved by the PI’s Human Subjects Review Board. 

Results 

Analyses were conducted using a saturated path model in MPlus (Muthén & Muthén, 

1998-2007); estimates were derived using maximum likelihood estimation. Mediation was tested 

using a non-parametric, bias-corrected bootstrap approach with 1,000 resamples to construct a 

95% confidence interval around the indirect effects (Fritz & MacKinnon, 2007; MacKinnon, 

Lockwood, & Williams, 2004). This approach, particularly good for smaller sample sizes, 

offered a number of advantages compared to traditional mediation tests involving separate 

regressions (Baron & Kenny, 1986; Sobel, 1982). In bootstrap mediation, relations among 

independent variables are controlled for and all of the direct and indirect effects are tested in a 

single model. The bootstrap approach calculated a confidence interval for the indirect effect (i.e., 

the effect of independent variable on the dependent outcome via the meditator); if the interval 

did not contain 0, there was significant mediation. If the remaining direct effect (i.e., the path 

between the independent variable and the dependent outcome) was not significant, it was full 

mediation; if the direct effect remained significant, then it was partial mediation.  

The ranges, means, standard deviations, and bivariate correlations for all constructs are 

included in Table 1. The percentage of active and inactive membership in each type of 

organization is presented in Table 2. Regarding the first research question, there were mixed 

effects for the antecedents of civic participation (Figure 1). First, past exposure to violence was 

positively related to civic participation (β = .24, p<.01), and predicted more depressive 



 

 

symptoms (β = .20, p<.01). Second, contrary to predictions, greater antisocial behavior in the 

community was related to higher levels of civic participation (β = .24, p<.001) and was non-

significantly related to depression. Third, perceived social trust related to more civic 

participation (β = .17, p<.05) and to fewer mental health problems (β = -.23, p<.01). Finally, 

participants with higher levels of depression were less likely to participate in civic organizations, 

significant at the trend level (β = -.15, p=.058). These standardized regression coefficients can be 

interpreted as the percent change in the standard deviation of the outcome expected for every 

standard deviation increase in the predictor. For example, an increase of approximately three 

points in perceived social trust (e.g., from none to total trust in one domain), would be related to 

an increase of one point for civic participation (e.g., becoming an inactive member of a new 

group, or shifting from an inactive to an active member of an organization). 

Supporting the second research question about the mediating role of mental health, two of 

the three pathways were partially mediated by depression. That is, the effects of past exposure to 

violence (β = -.11, CI: -.317, -.003, p<.05) and perceived social trust (β = .06, CI: .004, .138, 

p<.05) on civic participation were, in part, due to their impact on mental health. Depression, 

however, did not mediate the link between community antisocial behavior and engagement in 

civic life. The partially mediated pathways suggested that the role of mental health, specifically 

depression as related to past violence exposure and perceived social trust, should be considered 

by those interested in promoting civic participation.  

Discussion 

This study aimed to understand how different experiences affected mental health, which 

in turn influenced behavior. More specifically, analyses identified risks and resources related to 

diverse forms of civic participation and the mediating role of depression in these pathways. 



 

 

Consistent with previous research, past exposure to political violence positively predicted civic 

participation, supporting the theory of altruism born of suffering. Greater social trust also was 

also positively related to greater engagement in civic life. However, contrary to expectations, 

community antisocial behavior was positively related to civic participation and did not 

significantly relate to depression. Finally, there was support for the importance of mental health 

in these processes; depressive symptoms partially mediated the influence of past exposure to 

political violence and perceived social trust on civic participation. 

In the Caribbean coast of Colombia, the organizations with the most active participation 

were church or religious communities, political groups, recreational or sport organizations, and 

community development groups. This range of organizations was consistently with previous 

research that has more broadly examine the impact of cross-cutting social ties, rather than 

reducing civic participation to peacebuilding organizations. That is, these forms of social 

bonding and relations, not necessarily intentionally directed toward conflict transformation, may 

still be able to prevent violent outbreak and deepen reconciliation initiatives (Hamber, 2009; 

Varshney, 2001). Those interested in ‘building peace in a time of war’ (Bouvier, 2009) may look 

to partner with and strengthen these existing social networks in the Caribbean coast of Colombia 

(Esquivias-Ballesta & Gerbich, 2009). The following discussion elaborates on what other factors 

should be considered in these efforts.   

Past exposure to political violence, current experience with community antisocial 

behavior, and perceived social trust were all positively related to civic participation. These 

findings suggest that in this setting of protracted conflict, community antisocial behavior does 

not dampen engagement in civic life. Instead, as with past political violence, responses to 

community antisocial behavior may be affected by altruism born of suffering (Vollhardt, 2009). 



 

 

Feeling a lack of safety in the community may motivate those who experience community 

antisocial behavior to establish bonds with other victims. In the face of both political and 

community violence, individuals may be motivated to act prosocially and help others through 

community engagement (Taylor et al., 2014). These results challenge depictions of those 

exposed to violence as helpless victims; instead, the findings converge with other studies that 

recognize the agency and constructive ways individuals respond to political violence and 

community conflict (see Barber, 2009). Of course, this does not suggest that individuals need to 

be exposed to violence in order to engage in civic life, but rather calls attention to resilience in 

the face of multiple forms of risk. 

Continuing the focus on resilience factors, the findings also suggest the social trust was 

an important resource to promote civic participation. Deeper trust in friends and neighbors was 

related to taking on a greater role in civil society. Controlling for experiences related to the 

conflict and public safety, social trust was related to participation in voluntary organizations 

(Delhey & Newton, 2003). This finding is consistent with the conceptualization of the model 

which proposed that social trust was necessary for an individual to decide to take part in 

community life. 

The findings also pointed to the importance of mental health for civic participation, 

specifically as related to past exposure to political violence and perceived social trust. In the case 

of past political violence, for example, depression may act as a suppressor effect. That is, 

although individuals who were exposed to a greater number of adverse events during the conflict 

took on more active roles in civil society, this effect was undone to the degree that they suffered 

mental health problems as a result of those past traumas. Perceived social trust, on the other 



 

 

hand, functioned in a more straightforward way. That is, greater social trust related to fewer 

depressive symptoms, which it turn was related to more active civic participation.  

Limitations of the current study include the cross-sectional data, sampling approach, and 

construct measurement. The goal of mediation is to identify causal mechanisms, or how and why 

processes unfold. Despite limitations to testing these processes with cross-sectional data, these 

findings may indicate promising future directions. Future research would benefit from multiple 

time points which could also model reciprocal effect among these constructs. The non-random 

sample was another constraint in the generalizability of these findings; because of security 

concerns for the research team, a purposeful sampling frame was developed to generate within-

case variation and gather a diversity of relevant experiences. As security conditions change, or if 

other means of data collection are used (e.g. online, telephone), it may be possible to replicate 

this study with a random sample. Replication of the study would also be strengthened by 

additional forms of measurement. For example, more refined measures of civic participation and 

post-traumatic stress responses could complement the current findings. Future research could 

also extend this study by including additional factors, such as coping mechanisms (Taylor, 

2015b), that may moderate the links between violence, mental health, and civic participation. 

Despite these areas for improvement and expansion, the results have implications for 

practice and policy in protracted conflict settings. Intervention programs that are able to deepen 

trust within a domain, such as the neighborhood, or across domains, may encourage more active 

participation in community organizations (Almedom, 2005). Moreover, the findings highlighted 

the need to minimize depressive symptoms for individuals exposed to political violence (Bolton 

et al., 2014). The mediation findings identify mental well-being as a factor that should be taken 

into account by programs aiming to increase civic participation as a tool for peacebuilding. It 



 

 

may not be sufficient to create more opportunities for civic engagement; instead, psychosocial 

support may be necessary for those who have been exposed to past violence or who live in areas 

with deteriorated social trust. Many individuals living in settings of on-going conflict fit this 

profile. More broadly, these findings encourage a broader conceptualization of civic participation 

and greater attention to emotions and mental health by policymakers focused on inclusive 

peacebuilding and democratic development (Kaufman, 2006; Shapiro, 2010). 
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Table 1         

Ranges, Means, Standard Deviations and Bivariate Correlations for All Manifest Variables (N=184)  

 Variables  Min Max Mean SD 1 2 3 4 

1 Past Violence Exposure 0 9 0.48 1.21 -    

2 Experience with Community 

Antisocial Behavior 

0 11 5.81 2.93 0.09 -   

3 Perceived Social Trust 1 17 9.99 3.23 0.02 0.03 -  

4 Depression 0 44 16.57 10.45 0.20* 0.08 -0.20* - 

5 Civic Participation 0 20 5.43 4.49 0.24** 0.25** 0.28** -0.11 

 Note : *p<.05 ; **p<.01         

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

Table 2 

   

Percentage of participants that report membership across different civil society organizations 

in the Caribbean coast of Colombia 

Organization Not a  

Member 

Inactive 

Member 

Active 

Member 

1. Church or religious organization  31% 19% 50% 

2. Sport or recreational organization  64% 11% 25% 

3. Art or music organization  84% 6% 10% 

4. Union 91% 3% 6% 

5. Political party or group  62% 6% 32% 

8. Humanitarian or charitable organization 72% 7% 21% 

9. Academic group  75% 5% 20% 

10. Cooperative 84% 6% 10% 

11. Community development group  69% 6% 25% 

12. Youth group  84% 6% 10% 

13. Community Action Board (JAC) 72% 6% 22% 

 

  



 

 

Figure 1. Saturated path analysis of depression as a mediator of the impact of past violence 

exposure, perceived social trust, and experience with community antisocial behavior on civic 

participation (N=184). Error variances and correlations among endogenous predictors were 

omitted from the model for readability. Note: Standardized path coefficients reported; dotted 

lines represent non-significant paths. *p<.05; **p<.01; ***p<.001 
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