The Neuropsychological Impact of Conflict: An Analysis of Implicit Prejudice
among Victims, Ex-combatants and Communities in Colombial

WORD COUNT: 9,482

ABSTRACT
Armed conflict impacts individuals at psychological level not only by causing
illness, but also by affecting the mechanisms of information processing, opinion
formation and decision-making. These effects negatively influence the
effectiveness and durability of inter-group reconciliation approaches that ignore
the protracted nature of biologically-driven implicit biases. By means of a
computer-based Implicit Association Test (IAT), we tested pre-cognitive inter-
group prejudices of 251 war victims, former guerrillas and victims in Colombia. We
find that while ex-guerrillas identify themselves with ‘the victims, there is a
systematic bias against former combatants among communities and even more so
among war victims. These results show not only that these groups have
fundamentally different understandings of their immediate past of violence, but
also that these conceptions are neurologically-imprinted in their cognitive and
emotional processing mechanisms. We conclude on the need to deal with the
neuropsychological effects of war on people’s dispositions and perceptions in post-

conflict societies.

KEYWORDS: implicit association, IAT, victims, ex-combatants, conflict,
reconciliation, postconflict, prejudice
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Prejudice is planted in the root of conflict, exacerbates it, and complicates
its resolution in the long term. But prejudice need not necessarily be regarded as
an undesirable trait. On the contrary, many works suggest that the way automatic
cognitive processes help individuals make quick judgments about situations in
which they find themselves, saving time and resources that could prove vital for
adaptation and even survival. This translates into quicker emotional responses in

social situations (Payne 2001; Satpute and Lieberman 2006).

Prejudices are typical among groups at war. Extensive literature explains
how embracing ingroup vs. outgroup identities enables violent confrontation along
ethnic, religious and ideological lines?. Adapting to these conflict logics, as a
consequence, modulates-the human brain and-personality in ways-that may not-be
compatible with postconflict contexts, where-acceptance‘and coexistence-between

former antagonists are a prime societal goal.

The negative effect of conflict experiences on people’s minds is deeper and
harder to remove than generally acknowledged. Temporary explicit attitudinal
changes between rival racial, political or social groups can be achieved through a
good number of intervention techniques, mainly following the contact-hypothesis
prescription (Allport 1979, Tropp 2012), or by means of inducing perspective-
taking through step-in-the-other’s-shoes type of exercises (Galinsky and
Moskowitz 2000; Vescio, Sechrist and Paolucci, 2003). However, recent
neuropsychological findings claim that prejudice and stereotyping actually have a

biological basis, involving neural processes associated with long-lasting visceral

2 See for example the works of Hewstone and Cairns (2001), Kaufman (2001) and Tropp (2012).



responses; as a result, successful short-term interventions may be enabling, under
lab-controlled conditions, only reductions in the expression of unchanged biases,
rather than modifying the underlying biological mechanisms that activates them
(Amodio 2014). Awareness of potential implicit biases, beyond what explicit
responses show under favorable circumstances, should enhance people’s own
cognitive control of behavior, which, if practiced in a systematic way, says Amodio,
shall weaken prejudiced associations in the mind. Also, acknowledging implicit
bias, while not reducing prejudice per se, should inform the design of more
realistic, lasting and robust conflict reduction interventions that are capable of
targeting underlying mechanisms behind both explicit and implicit biases

(Dasgupta and Greenwald 2001).

This article describes how those who have suffered deep traumas derived
from = armed conflict-related victimization.  experiences ' develop emotional-
processing mechanisms that unconsciously affect the prospects of reconciliation
with former perpetrators. The automaticity of such mechanisms relies on a strong

bias that in turn affects cognitive dispositions toward reconciliation.

By means of an Implicit Association Test (IAT) applied to a sample of war
victims in Colombia, this article contends that exposure to victimization
experiences is positively correlated to the size of prejudice against groups
associated with the perceived perpetrators. The concept of implicit attitudes
serves as a proxy by which we can not only describe the way prejudice results

from biological mechanisms in the human brain, but also gauge its magnitude.3

3 We measure reaction times as a proxy for the rapid adaptive mechanism of the human brain.



. THE PSYCHOLOGICAL IMPACT OF CONFLICT

Violent conflict experiences not only affect ex-combatants’, victims’, and
communities’ mental health, but also their attitudes and dispositions toward one

another in the longer term.

Literature has reported how exposure to violence increases the risk of
mental health and trauma-related disorders, depression, alcohol and drug abuse
among war victims and ex-combatants (Angel at al. 2001; Hermenau et al. 2011;
McCarroll et al. 2000; Mollica et al. 2001; Neuner et al. 2004; Odenwald et al. 2007;
Rieder and Elbert 2013; Rosner at al. 2003; Schauer and Elbert 2010; Vasterling,
Verfaellie and Sullivan 2009; Vinck, Pham, Stover and Weinstein 2007; Weierstall

etal. 2013).

In many cases, such psychological effects are also accompanied by a
decrease in social skills and ability to adapt to postconflict settings. Particularly,
psychological disorders among war veterans have been associated with personal
and employment instability, as well as stronger dispositions to display aggressive
behavior (Gallaway et al. 2012; Hecker 2013; Jakupcak et al. 2007; Morin 2011,
Slep et al. 2010; Taft et al. 2007; Taft et al. 2009; Teten 2008); to show a relative
empathic deficit (Tobon et al. 2015); and even to resort to crime (Kaplan and

Nussio 2016).

Many war victims and ex-combatants are forced to live in close proximity in
postconflict contexts. Sometimes, social and community bonds with the receiving
communities are restored, but this is not always the case, and accommodation

between segments may turn out uneasy (McMullin 2013; Podder 2012). In the



Colombian case, social stigmatization against victims and ex-combatants has been
widely reported (Ibafiez and Velasquez 2009; Kaplan and Nussio 2015; Ugarriza
and Nussio 2016). Demobilized ex-combatants often cite the absence of social

acceptance as a source of frustration and an incentive to return to illegal activities.

Recent experimental research shows that individuals who have suffered
greater levels of violence and trauma in the context of armed conflicts sometimes
demonstrate increased levels of disposition to cooperate and participate in social
groups, community projects, and even politics (Bauer et al. 2016). However, the
willingness to participate in collective and public endeavors does mean facing, not
to say mitigating or solving, inter-group conflict. In fact, social and community
participation in contexts where silence and avoidance about the recent past of
violence, and the current state of hostility, might be the norm (Rettberg and
Ugarriza 2016; Eastmond and Selimovic 2012; McGinty 2014). Hence, most recent
reconciliation research focuses not only in inter-group contact per se, but on the

effects of the quality and types of such interactions (Tropp et al. 2017).

Trauma-related conflict narratives usually stand in the way of specific
efforts to improving inter-group relations. The logics of war tend to create
narratives where adversaries are stripped of their human condition and the world
is reconfigured along allies-versus-enemy lines, as has been demonstrated both
psychologically and neurologically (Aiken 2008; Hewstone and Cairns 2001; Harris
and Fiske 2006; Northrup 1989). Typically, partisans project unwanted values and
beliefs as belonging to the antagonist groups (Volkan 1999 and 2009). Conversely,
reconciliation, from a psychological perspective, is about re-humanizing the other

(Halpern and Weinstein 2004); transforming negative feelings and attitudes



towards the former antagonists (Bar-Tal and Bennink 2004; Brounéus 2009,
Bruneau and Saxe 2012, Kaufman 2006; Long and Brecke 2003; Mukashema and
Mullet 2010; Nadler, Malloy and Fisher 2008; Poitras 2010); and enabling personal

healing (Abu-Nimer 2001; Brounéus 2010; Duncan 2009; Hirsch 2012).

Can we blame war traumas for the psychological barriers to reconciliation?
Evidence suggests that those who claim victim status tend to show more partisan
and divisive stances toward their antagonists (Brewer and Hayes 2011), and the
stronger the trauma inflicted by war experiences, the lower the disposition among
victims to reconcile and the greater to seek revenge (Bayer, Klasen and Adam

2007).

Scholarly approaches to measuring postconflict inter-group attitudes
usually rely on items capturing explicit attitudes and dispositions toward the
ingroup or outgroup (Gibson 2007; Bruneau and Saxe 2012; Paluck 2009 and
2010; Ugarriza and Nussio 2016). These explicit attitudes tend to be malleable, and
a number of successful interventions have proven that temporary reconciliation in
terms of positive attitude and emotional change is possible in postconflict settings
(Pettigrew and Tropp 2006). Unfortunately, these successes in attitude change
tend to diminish over time (Crano and Prislin 2006), given that deep-rooted,
harder to mold implicit attitudes, such as inter-group prejudice, are factually less
susceptible to short term change (Serrani 2011) and may conspire against
observable attitude change. As a result, the study of implicit attitudes becomes
necessary in order to determine not only the magnitude of the existing biases and

prejudices, but also the long-term prospects of intervention-driven effects.



Victimization and implicit attitudes

Attitudes, be they explicit or implicit, can be seen as memory-based
associations between a concept and an evaluation of it (Peter 2010). But although
most works on inter-group conflict rely on the evaluation of explicit attitudes, the
persistence of prejudices and stereotypes can be partially explained by the
existence of a neural basis for biases (Amodio 2014). Prejudice can be understood
as an attitude toward individuals on the basis of their group membership that
might operate unconsciously. Stereotypes, conversely, can manifest through
explicit attitudes, since they can be understood as generalizations made by the
conscious mind about other people.# In other words, we can regard prejudice as an
emotional component of bias, through which the brain relies on automatized
information processing; in contrast, stereotyping can be considered the cognitive
components, where aspects such as social desirability and behavioral coherence

are also in play.

Implicit attitudes, or implicit biases, are prejudice-led, memory-based,
effortless neural resources that provide a default response and that are
uncontrollable in nature (Banaji et al. 1995; Banaji et al. 2001; Bargh 1997;
Greenwald et al 1998; Fazio et al 1986; Neumann et al. 2004; Perez 2010; Wilson

et al. 2000). They provide information as to what lies deep in the individual’s mind,

4 Both prejudice and stereotypes, in turn, are typical components of ingroup and outgroup

identities. See Roccas and Elster (2012).



beyond the control of cognitive dispositions, affecting a person’s judgments in a
sustained, yet unnoticed, manner (Burdein, Lodge and Taber 2006).>

Critics argue that implicit attitudes are not the only variable affecting
individual judgments and question the utility of focusing solely on them
(Greenwald et al. 2009; Nosek et al. 2007). And some authors have gone so far as
to call into question the very existence of implicit attitudes, arguing that people’s
decisions can be explained merely by their conscious, rationally-controlled beliefs
(Fazio and Towles-Schwen 1999; Fazio and Olso, 2003). Hence, we still need to
examine in detail those mechanisms guiding conscious judgments and the role
implicit attitudes in play. However, evidence already shows that implicit attitudes
serve as proxies for verifiable biologically-based processes that have a real impact
on opinion formation and behavior. Implicit attitudes fall next to more basic
biological processes and are correlated to neurobiological measurable phenomena
such as EEG (Williams and Themanson 2011). Some authors have suggested that
implicit political attitudes might even be imprinted in human genes and could
potentially be transmitted (Smith et al. 2011). In fact, neurophysiological studies
have already described variation of biological markers associated with intergroup
bias processing during IAT tasks which occur too early to allow for metacognitive
interference (Hurtado et al. 2009). Although it is possible to consciously adjust
explicit behavior towards social groups, it is sensible to expect that implicit
processes are harder to change, because interventions occur first at an explicit
level, which is only indirectly related to and partially caused by earlier implicit

bias.

5 It is not uncommon for implicit attitudes to contradict one’s self-reported view toward the same

target. See Dovidio et al. 2001, Devos and Banaji (2005), and Arcuri et al. (2008).



The presence of neurophysiological markers during the IAT task is strong
evidence to support the task’s role in the evaluation of intergroup bias. By looking
at implicit attitudes, we trace pre-cognitive or automaticized processes, close to
biological-level mechanisms of opinion formation. Such involuntary processes can
be understood as an evolutionary tool for fast decision-making, in which a rational
assessment of every piece of information collected by the brain is rendered
unnecessary.

This article now sets out to out to find out to which extent war experiences,
particularly forms of victimization, have an impact on people’s implicit attitudes
and whether they are related to explicit self reported victimization. We will assess
the neuropsychological effect of war experiences on victims’ attitudes by means of
measuring prejudice levels. The next section elaborates on the use of Implicit
Association Tests as a strategy to explore the existence of automatic biases, and to

establish their relation to victimization experiences.

II. METHODS

In order to measure implicit attitudes, we rely on Implicit Association Tests
(IATs), which are computer-based tasks that elicit rapid responses from
individuals by exposure to stimuli. In general terms, IATs are designed to capture
people’s automatic—involuntary—associations between concepts (Greenwald et

al. 1998; Greenwald et al. 2009; Perez 2010).

Social scientists have utilized IATs in order to measure implicit attitudes
toward racial groups and social minorities (Gaba and Nosek 2010; Hurtado et al.

2010; Ibafiez et al. 2010; Knowles, Lowery and Schaumberg 2010; Lyle 2008;



Perez 2010; Todd, Boddenhousen and Galinski 2012); religious attitudes
(Albertson 2011; Hartman et al 2012; MaCauley 2014; Rowatt et al. 2005); gender-
related attitudes (Banse et al. 2001; Boysen et al. 2006; Jellison et al. 2004;
Rudman and Kilianski 2000; Spisak et al. 2012; White and White 2006); and
political sophistication (Choma and Hafer 2009). More recently, these tests have
been also used to predict political behaviors like voting (Arcuri 2008; Friese et al.
2012; Galdi, Arcuri and Gabronski 2008; Glaser and Finn 2012; Greenwald et al.
2009; Kam 2007; Lundberg and Payne 2014; Pasek et al. 2009; Payne 2010;
Roccato and Zogmaister 2010). In contexts of violent conflict, such as those of
Northern Ireland, Cote D’Ivoire and Sudan, IATs have been used to measure the
strength of group identities and prejudice, as well as attitudes toward human

rights issues (Tam et al. 2008; MacCaulay 2014; Vogt et al. 2016).

Participants

The decades-old Colombian armed conflict has provoked one of the biggest
humanitarian crises in the world. Official figures estimate that, between 1985 and
2016, more than eight million people were victims of human rights violations
related to the armed conflict. ¢ Of those eight million victims, almost seven million
were internally displaced people. Between six and ten thousand armed forces
soldiers and civilians were killed or hurt by landmines between 1990 and 2013,
the greatest figure on the planet. About thirty-nine thousand cases of ransom

kidnapping were reported between 1970 and 2010 (CNMH 2013). As a

6 The Victims Unit of the Office of the Presidency registered almost eight million war victims by

2016.
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consequence, about one third of Colombians claim to have been severely affected
by the armed conflict, such as by losing a relative or being displaced (Lapop

2012)7

Most war victims in Colombia have been forcibly displaced, and they have
had to resettle, usually in urban areas. Ex-combatants coming from either
paramilitary or guerrilla groups, after collective and individual demobilization
processes between 2002 and 2017, in turn, tend to settle in areas with historically
marginalized populations, including city outskirts, where they find themselves
living in close proximity to war victims (Prieto 2012, Ugarriza and Nussio 2016).
All in all, victims and ex-combatants must adapt to living among traditionally
marginalized and violence-affected communities that do not necessarily offer them
a warm welcome. In fact, both groups are commonly affected by negative

stigmatization and distrust?

Between 2016 and 2017, the official Colombian Agency for Reintegration
(ACR) ° implemented a series of community-focused interventions in ten
municipalities where war victims and former guerrilla ex-combatants resettled in

recent years,'% and inter-group conflict was prominent. As part of this larger state-

7 An interesting study pointing to the effects of victimization on trust levels in Colombia can be
found in Cuesta and Alda (2012).

8 0n how displaced victims and ex-combatants are stigmatized, see Ibafiez and Velasquez (2009)
and Nussio (2011). An official report revealed that 41% of members of receiving communities are
afraid of ex-combatants, and 82% distrust them (CNC 2011).

9 Now renamed Colombian Agency for Reincoporation and Normalization (ARN).

10 Choice of municipalities by the ACR reflect mostly the Southeastern zones where former

guerrillas have tended to resettle after demobilization: Puerto Asis, Jamundji, Pasto, Neva, Florencia,
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sponsored program, under ACR supervision, we visited those municipalities in
order to invite the participants (ex-combatants, victims, and receiveing
communities) to join discussion groups about the state of inter-group relations

and potential actions to mitigate conflict at community level.

Researchers asked them for their consent to participate in the psychological
evaluation, and then took them to classrooms where psychometric tests were
verbally administered. Participants were given a pretest questionnaire
immediately before the discussion exercise and a post-test one immediately after
it. Pre-test items consisted of basic demographic information (e.g. age, gender,
education level), whether they considered themselves conflict victims, and
measures of explicit attitudes toward excombatants!!. Additionally, in two
municipalities we had the opportunity to apply an instrument to gauge levels of

victimization'?. This.Specific instrument was_applied-in the presence of trained

San Vicente del Caguan, Chaparral, Cali, El Bagre, Santo Domingo y Marinilla. Most ex-paramilitaries
who demobilized a decade before had already been released from the reintegration program, and
were not the primary focus of the community interventions.

11 A total of six interspersed Likert-type items were used for measuring attitudes to ex-combatants.
In each case, half of the sentences were worded in positive terms and the other half in a more
negative tone. Sentences aimed to capture biases in terms of who is to blame for political, economic,
social, and security problems and who is contributing to solving them. Items were aggregated in
order to estimate scores on a scale from minus 6 to plus 6.

12 Hardly any town in Colombia has been spared from conflict-related violence since at least 1964,
and one of the most affected in history is Santo Domingo. Located in the eastern part of the
province of Antioquia, this municipality appears at the top of the list of homicide rates for the 1990-
2013 period: While the national average was then 55.65, Santo Domingo reached 125 (Human

Rights Observatory 2013). During that period, this town of eleven thousand people (figure fron
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psychologists form our research group in order to assist in case of need. Here,
instead of just asking for victimization status, we applied 18 items aimed to
provide a deeper insight on the depth of victimization experiences.!3 Right after

the discussions, participants were invited to take the IAT.

Procedures: How does our IAT work?
Participants were placed in a separate classroom in front of a computer

desk. Researchers then offered basic verbal instruction for what the test was

2013) witnessed the expulsion of 3,079 displaced persons, in the context of violent actions
committed by FARC and ELN| guerrillas, as well as by;AUC paramilitaries. Particularly traumatic
events such as urban combat between armed forces and illegal groups have left an impression in
the memory of today’s inhabitants. Not far from there, also in Antioquia, the town of Marinilla offers
an ideal contrast to this legacy of armed conflict-related violence. Inhabitants did not suffer any
particularly traumatic collective war-related events—only 25 people were registered as internally
displaced between 1990 and 2013 from a total population of 57,000—while their homicide rates
remained close to the national average.

13 In order to measure exposure to war, we applied the VIVO Protocol for extreme experiences,
whose methodology and validation procedures are described in Perez-Sales et al. (2013). We
adapted 18 items from this scale (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.8) in order to capture relevant war-related
experiences. We asked participants if they, their relatives or close friends suffered any of these
events as a direct consequence of the armed conflict: death threats, aggressions or beatings;
kidnapping; intimate partner violence; sexual abuse; political repression; theft; threat to personal
integrity; chronic or handicapping illness; termination of affective relations; disruption of life plans;

forced disappearance; killing; or dissolution of parents’ relation.

12



about,* helped them to put on earphones for the audio-recorded words, and let

them take the test.

The Implicit Association Tests identify the type of association between
concepts (e.g. “man,” “woman,” “Latin,” “Arabic”) on the one hand, and reviews of

»” «

valence (e.g. “good,” “bad,” “pleasant,” “unpleasant”) or stereotypes (e.g. “nerd,”
“athlete,” “clumsy”) on the other. The main assumption behind the test is that

participants answer more easily—and more quickly—when the elements are

closely related in their mind and therefore can easily share the same response key.

The pairs of concepts whose mental association will be tested can be
presented in several forms: [ATs may make use of images, sounds, simply words.
For the purposes of our study, we ask participants to associate words’ audio
recordings!®> with images presented on a computer screen. These words have been
chosen from among a set of emotionally-charged terms that were submitted to a
validation procedure, ¢ ensuring that half of them actually trigger pleasant
emotions, and the other half unpleasant ones, independently of their content

meaning and potential cognitive associations.

14 Protocol instruction reads: “This test does not gauge your personal opinions. You just need to
associate the words you will hear with images to be displayed on the screen. Whenever you answer
correctly, you will see a right check mark. Whenever you answer incorrectly, you will see a wrong
check mark. Please, try to answer quickly”.

15 The use of audio recordings greatly simplifies the number of elements to be handled by
participants during the test. In contrast, most IATs make use of written words on the screen.
Similar simplifications for ex-combatant population have been tested in Tobén et al (2015).

16 Procedures for the validation and selection of these words can be found in the Suplementary

Material.
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We use “ex-combatant” and “victim” as our contrasting group categories.
Participants are told to associate each of these groups with an image: a weapon for
former guerrilla ex-combatants and a grieving group for victims. Likewise, we use
images associated with valence categories “pleasant” or “unpleasant:” smiley and
sad faces, respectively. All participants are instructed in advance about which
audio-recorded words correspond to which image. For instance, by means of
practice tests, researchers reinforce the association between the smiley face with
pleasant words—e.g. “happy,” “win,” “free,” “health,” “life”—and the sad face with

” « »n «

unpleasant words—e.g. “jail,” “hurt,” “horror,” “poor,” “anger”.1”

After practice test trials, participants are shown blocks of trials with a four-
element screen!8. Every time participants listen to an audio-recorded word, be it
pleasant or unpleasant, they must press an answer key corresponding to the side
where the correct answer is located. When a correct associationis provided, a
green check mark appears. When association is incorrect, a red check mark is
displayed instead. It is important to note that participants are not asked to answer
according to their personal opinions, but rather according to the associations

explained beforehand.

Combining practice and test blocks, each participant is exposed to a total of
152 one-word audio recordings during the 15-minute test. Each episode in which
participants are asked to match the audio stimulus with a given visual answer is

called a trial. Table 1 shows how 152 trials are distributed during the test.

17 Association between concepts and images are presented in the Suplementary Material, Figure 1.

18 Screnshots are presented in the Suplementary Material, Figure 2.

1=



TABLE 1. IAT BLOCKS AND TRIALS

Blocks Number Function  Stimuli associated with left-side Stimuli associated with right-
of trials responses side responses
1 6 Practice ex-combatant Victim
2 20 Practice Pleasant words Unpleasant words
3 20 Practice Pleasant words + ex-combatant Unpleasant words + victim
4 40 Test Pleasant words + ex-combatant Unpleasant words + victim
5 6 Practice victim ex-combatant
6 20 Practice Pleasant words + victim Unpleasant words + ex-combatant
7 40 Test Pleasant words + victim Unpleasant words + ex-combatant

As we see in Table 1, the first two blocks of trials correspond to practice. In
Block One, participants reinforce the associations between the audio stimulus “ex-
combatant” with the weapon picture and the audio stimulus “victim” with the
people picture. In Block Two, they reinforce the associations between pleasant
words and the happy-face picture and unpleasant words with the sad-face picture.
Participants have less than 3,000 milliseconds to select either the left or right
response key. Every time they take longer, or answer incorrectly, the trial is

automatically retaken.

Blocks Three, Four, Six and Seven (shaded) are known as the test blocks.
Here, participants are confronted with a four-element screen such as the one
shown in Figure 2. Every time they listen to audio recordings of pleasant or

unpleasant words, as well as audio recordings of the words “ex-combatant” or

1A



“victim”, they must make the correct associations in order to move ahead in the

test.

Visual interference caused by having pleasant or unpleasant pictures on the
same side as ex-combatant-associated and victim-associated pictures leads
participants to take either a shorter or longer time to answer correctly. IAT design
permits researchers to estimate which associations are harder for participants to
make—e.g. ex-combatant/pleasant or victim/unpleasant—by looking at their
reaction times. The shorter the reaction time, the easier the association is made in

the participant’s mind.

Traditionally, IAT designs include only five blocks. Our current design
corresponds to the improved scoring algorithm proposed by Greenwald, Nosek
and Banaji (2003), where time responses for test blocks Three, Four, Six and Seven

are/all taken into account in the estimation of the IAT score.®°

The resulting IAT scores indicate the magnitude and direction of prejudice
for each individual. In the case of our test, a negative IAT score signals a bias

against ex-combatants when compared to victims, and vice versa: the lower the

19 In order to estimate IAT scores, we use data from Blocks B3, B4, B6, and B7. First, we eliminate
trials with response latencies above 3,000ms. Then, we eliminate trials with incorrect answers.
After that, we estimate the average reaction time for each of the four blocks. Then we compute one
pooled SD of reaction times for all trials in B3 and B6, and another pooled SD of reaction times for
all trials in B4 and B7. We then compute the difference between B6 and B3 reaction time averages,
and divide that difference by their pooled SD, through which we estimate the practice IAT score. We
repeat this later procedure with B7 and B4 averages, in order to estimate the test IAT score. Finally,
we average practice and test IAT scores in order to obtain a final IAT score. See more details in

Greenwald, Nosik and Banaji (2003).
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score, the stronger the prejudice.?? By no means this test implies an normative
judgement of this scale: particular preferences, opinions and biases, ever-present
in our daily lives, need to be judged as desirable or not by normative, not empirical

standards.

One of the greatest strengths of [ATs versus explicit attitude instruments is
that it captures fast and basic bias processes before major metacognitive sources
of bias take place, such as social desirability: Because it contrasts responses for
different kind of stimuli within the same subject, it is suitable for within-subject

experimental designs, which favors statistical power.

Also, implicit measures are rather stable when compared to explicit
attitudes, and typically need of long-running exposures to cognitive and emotional
simuli if they are to be modified. While sensible to the existing bias, there is little to
no /effect ‘or noise that short-term external stimuli ‘might produce.in the

measurement process.

It is important to note that IAT measures are more reliable at a group level,
and less at individual level. While participants’ scores are estimated out of
outcome responses to series of 152 repeated measures, the fact that they are
subjected to time pressure in order to respond can produce variability in the score
obtained, if the test were re-taken. In strict sense, each IAT trial can be understood
as a sample of a given individual’s distribution of potential responses, and

systematic trial repetition helps to adjust for the correct measure. When individual

20 Since we subtract reaction times in prejudice-incompatible blocks from reaction times in the
prejudice-compatible ones, lower—and negative—differences reflect greater prejudice levels and

vice versa.
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measures are in turn aggregated at group level, IAT scores can be regarded as a

much more precise statistic?l.

The following section presents a summary of results, before moving on to

the analysis of association between prejudice and war victimization.

III. RESULTS

Table 2 presents the average IAT effect for the full sample, as well as for

different sub-groups of participants with differing war experiences.

TABLE 2. IAT SCORES AND REACTION TIMES PER GROUP

IAT Effect” ART (ms) ex- A RT (ms) victim ARTs
guerrillas positive positive minus
minus negative™ negative™
TOTAL (N)
All subjects (251) -0.143 (0.350) 46 -142 188
GROUPS?22
Victims?3 (91) -0.226 (0.316) 83 -174 257
Community members?* -0.106 (0.375) 4 -160 164
(84
Ex-guerrillas (74) -0.077 (0.345) 50 -89 139
GENDER
Female (161) -0.139 (0.352) 47 -131 178
Male (90) -0.152 (0.347) 45 -164 209

*Standard deviation in parentheses.

21[AT’s repeated measures, and further aggregation at group-level, also mitigates potential biases
generated by emotions that specific verbal and visual pieces might evoke in a given individual.

22 One individual did not report her group status. A second one reported to have been a former
member of the Army, and was excluded from the group analysis.

23 We consider self-reported victims those non-ex-combatant participants who answered “yes” to
the following survey item: “Please indicate if you have been a direct victim of the armed conflict”.

24 We consider community members those non-ex-combatant participants who answered “no” to

the item question above.
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* Reaction times are estimated as an average of practice and test blocks. For ex-
combatants/positive, and victim/negative, the average is calculated from
corresponding B3 and B4 trials. For ex-combatants/negative, and victims/positive, the
average is calculated from corresponding B6 and B7 trials.

For the full sample of subjects (251 observations), we report an average IAT
effect of minus 0.143. The fact that the implicit attitudes score falls below zero
means that, overall, our sample has a negative evaluation of ex-combatants when

compared to evaluation of victims.

We also present average IAT effects for subsamples of non-excombatant
participants who did and did not report having been direct victims of the armed

conflict. Differences among groups are statiscally significant (F = 4.46, o = 0.012).

As we see in Table 2, negative IAT effects are bigger in magnitude for victims
(minus 0.226) than for non-victims (minus 0.106). This difference is statistically
significant/(t = -2.304 df = 173; p = 0.022). Crucially, there is a clear and
significant difference between scores as observed in ex-guerrillas and war victims

(t=-2.884; df = 163; p = 0.004). Differences of scores among men and women are

not significant in turn (t =-0.291; df = 249; p = 0.771).

The third column from the left in Table 2 show the difference of average
reaction times when the audio stimulus “ex-combatant” was associated with a
positive image minus when it was associated with a negative image. As we see
here, every figure is positive, telling us that participants, on average, took longer to
answer correctly when ex-combatants were associated with a positive image than
when they were associated with a negative one. In the second column from the
right, we observe exactly the opposite effect: All figures are negative, indicating

that reaction times when victims were associated with a positive image were on
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average shorter than when victims were associated with a negative one. The far
right column describes the magnitude o distance between reaction times as
reported on third and fouth columns. Here we observe that the effect of prejudice,

as reflected in reaction times, is stronger again in victims.

When comparing groups according to their explicit attitudes toward ex-
combatants (as explained in footnote 11), we observe that victims tend to report a
positive attitude on average (mean= 2.09, sd= 2.06 range= -3 to 6), athough half in
magnitude than that reported by ex-combatabts themselves (mean= 3.98, sd= 2.02
range= -1 to 6). Again, just as in the implicit measures, non-victim community
members lie in between (mean= 2.32, sd= 2.32 range= -4 to 6). Overall, these
explicit measures seem to be less negative toward ex-guerrillas, although there is a

a positive correlation between them and the IAT scores (r= 0.242, p= 0.007).

All the results above indicate that the sample tended to hold an implicit
negative prejudice against ex-guerillas as compared to war victims, and this
tendency seems clearly stronger for those who reported having been victimized in
the context of the armed conflict. We now turn to an analysis of which words

tended to be associated by participants with each of the groups.

Explaining postconflict prejudice

Assisted by trained clinic psychologists, we also had the chance to apply a
pyschometric instrument to sub-sample of 100 participants, in order to assess
varying levels of victimization (as explained in the Methods section). Table 3
presents the average IAT effect for the subsample, as well as for different groups of

participants with differing war trauma experiences.
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TABLE 3. IAT SCORES AND REACTION TIMES PER VICTIMIZATION STATUS

IAT Effect” A RT (ms) ex- A RT (ms) victim
combatants positive positive minus

minus negative™ negative™
TOTAL (N)
All subjects (100) -0.148 (0.339) 46.332 -132.134
STATUS?
Victims (48) -0.249 (0.313) 112971 -160.316
Non-victims (35) -0.073 (0.359) 12.951 -86.237
TRAUMA?Z6
Self-reported direct trauma (57) -0.213 (0.342) 101.081 -156.491
Self-reported no direct trauma (26) -0.089 (0.331) 0.468 -95.910
Self-reported indirect trauma (64) -0.199 (0.341) 100.131 -133.634
Self-reported no indirect trauma (19) -0.089 (0.339) -34.681 -150.586
GENDER
Female (73) -0.169 (0.345) 60.612 -125.501
Male (27) -0.094 (0.323) 7.723 -163.589

*Standard deviation in parentheses.
““Reaction times are estimated as‘an average of practice and test blocks. For ex-combatants/positive,

25 We consider self-reported victims those participants who answered “yes” to the following survey
item: “Please indicate if you have been a direct victim of the armed conflict.”.

26 We consider self-reported direct trauma as those cases where participants answered “yes” to any
of the following items: “Please indicate if you: a. suffered death threats, aggressions or beat ups by a
member of a military, paramilitary or guerilla group; b. were kidnapped; c. suffered violence by
conflict-involved partner; d. were victim of sexual abuse by a member of a military, paramilitary or
guerilla group; e. have been a direct victim of the armed conflict; f. were victim of political
repression by members of a military, paramilitary or guerilla group; g. were victim of theft by
members of a military, paramilitary or guerilla group; h. were a victim of threat to your personal
integrity; i. suffered a chronic or handicapping illness due to your experience in the armed conflict;
j- broke your relation with a significant other due to your experience in the armed conflict; k. saw
your life plans utterly disrupted due to the armed conflict.” We considered self-reported indirect
trauma the cases where participants answered ‘yes’ to any of the following items: “Please indicate if
you: a. suffered the kidnapping of a relative or close friend; b. suffered the death of a relative or
close friend as a consequence of a painful experience related to the armed conflict; c. suffered the
forced disappearance of relative or close friend as a consequence of the armed conflict; d. suffered
the killing of a relative or close friend as a consequence of the armed conflict; e. suffered a relative’s
or a friend’s chronic or handicapping illness due to your experience in the armed conflict”; f.

suffered the split of your parents’ relation as a consequence of the armed conflict.”
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and victim/negative, the average is calculated from corresponding B3 and B4 trials. For ex-
combatants/negative, and victims/positive, the average is calculated from corresponding B6 and B7
trials.

Results in Table 3 consistently show that participants who self-reported
having been victims in the armed conflict are the ones with the strongest implicit
prejudices against former guerrilla ex-combatants. Besides, the analysis of this
sub-sample also indicates that the deeper the trauma (i.e. direct victimization), the
stronger the prejudice. Results are statistically tested through OLS regression

models shown in Table 4.

TABLE 4. IAT SCORE PREDICTORS

DV: IAT score MODEL1  MODEL 2 MODEL 3
Demographics
Gender (1=female, 0=male) -0.072

(0.076)
Education -0.013

(0:009)
Age -0.001

(0.002)
Victimization status
Victim -0.138
(1=self-reported victim, 0=non-victim) (0.130)
Direct victim 0.019
(1= self-reported direct victim, 0= non-direct victim) (0.141)
Indirect victim 0.004
(1=self-reported indirect victim, 0= non-indirect victim) (0.108)
Victimization experiences -0.031 -0.034
(Number of traumatic experiences, 0-18) (0.020) (0.010)"
Combat exposure 0.062
(0= not exposed; 1= exposed) (0.028)
N (valid) 100 78 89
Adjusted R2 -0.002 0.060 0.094

Standard deviation in parenthesis.
* Significant at p<0.01 level.
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Model 1 from Table 4 shows no significant statistical relation between
demographics and prejudice levels. Addionally, none of the relations between
categorical variables of victimization and IAT scores are statistically supported, as
reflected in Models 2 and 3. On the contrary, Model 3 shows that the continuous
variable accounting for the number of war-related traumatic experiences reported
by participants is statistically related to prejudice: the higher the number of

traumatic experiences reported, the lower the IAT score.?”

IV. IMPLICATIONS

Trends observed within the sample of Colombian war victims show the
prevalence of ingroup-outgroup attitudinal patterns that amount to prejudice, and
the magnitude of the victimization experiences actually helps us.to.explain in turn
the magnitude-of such implicit bias.

Does this mean victims might not want to reconcile with perpetrators? By
providing evidence that victims may tend to show a relatively high degree of
divisive and partisan behavior, Brewer and Hayes (2011) challenged the notion
under which war victims should serve as “moral beacons” in postconflict societies.
In a similar fashion, Bayer et al. (2007) warned about the prevalence of vengeful,
rather than reconciliatory, feelings among war victims in the Congo. Both works
counsel us on the importance of properly weighting the heavy impact of conflict on
victims before charging them with the additional responsibility of paving the way

for postconflict reconciliation.

27 Scores below zero reflect particularly negative biases against ex-combatants.
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Acknowledging the depth of damage inflicted on war victims should serve
to better qualify the potential effectiveness of short-term initiatives aimed at
provoking superficial attitudinal change. Taking into account variance among the
different victimization levels, future researchers should assess which strategies
have a better chance of enabling an enduring positive attitude change—and even
behavioral change—among postconflict groups, and under which circumstances.

The fact that implicit biases and former war antagonisms seem to persist in
postconflict contexts speaks of how deeply rooted war adaptation mechanisms can
be embedded, affecting people’s views and attitudes not even realizing it. That
said, we argue that even if processing of cognitive and emotional information is
systematically biased among ex-combatants, victims and communities, as a result
of adapting neuropsychological networks to conflict environments and war-related
traumatic and experiences, this by no means suggest people are condemned to
follow through these implicit tendencies.

In fact, the willingness of many participants to share spaces with members
from outgroups, sometimes even engaging in deliberative excercises, demonstrate
how individuals can overcome incounscious impulses that might discourage them
from showing a positive explicit attitude. Individuals, either victims or ex-
combatants, can control their decision-making processes, act accordingly, and are
accountable for their interactions with others.

But real life also shows how explicit positive dispositions generate fragile
and waning positive effects if they do not address the roots of inter-group conflict.
Individuals’ day-to-day ordinary interactions, as well as social and political

choices, capture in a accummulative way the effects of biased information
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processing, challenging the more scarce and less systematic reconciliatory
experiences.

But there is also a brighter side to the results. The fact that victims’ explicit
attitudes toward ex-combants tended to be mildly positive, as opposed to the
overall negative implicit measure, reinforces the idea that people might have
incentives to force themselves to express better explicit dispositions toward the
out-group than impulses might dictate. Also, the implicit identification of ex-
guerrillas with victims -and their consequent lack of significant bias against them-
highlight a potential for reconciliation, and a positive trend that public policies and
society as a whole might capitalize.

Our results strongly suggest that the IAT can be used as a tool for effectively
assessing deep sources of bias that would otherwise be hard to observe directly
and/ unaffected by social -desirability. This means that interventions can be
assessed and selected in terms of their deeper effects with the hope of finding
optimal, long lasting social strategies.

Instead of calls for pessimism, our results point to the need to realistically
assess the inherent difficulties in accommodating groups that may have suffered
psychological harm that transcends their own conscious dispositions to contribute
to societal reconciliation. If adaptation to conflict was enacted, a re-adaptation to a
post-conflict environment is, on paper, feasible. However, the depth of inter-group
bias, as we have shown, demand in turn profound psycho-social interventions
Acknowledging this, rather than demanding immediate and superficial change in
inter-group attitudes, could be the first contribution to victims, ex-combatants and

communities’ mental healing.
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