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Reconciliation – Means to Fight Insecurity or Resist 
the Politics of Division 

Citizens in 13 BiH Local Communities Talk about Reconciliation and Trust 
Building Processes 

 
 
Key Recommendations1 

• Local communities offer different perceptions of conflict, as well as examples of how 
to overcome it 

In order to build knowledge about the perspectives that citizens in Bosnia and Herzegovina 
(BiH) hold toward reconciliation and trust building, we organised a focus group discussion 
and a public event in 13 local communities across BiH. The results of these discussions 
showed strong support for reconciliation processes, and participants presented attitudes and 
messages which were different from those that dominate public discourse in Bosnia-
Herzegovina. The variety of personal experiences and views about reconciliation processes, 
the local conditions in which they take place, and interpretations we heard were a mark of the 
openness of communication amongst the discussants. The diversity of views and interpretati-
ons, resulting from social, contextual and personal circumstances, underlined that they were 
not wholly subject to the dominant political divisions and ideologies advocated by political 
and religious players in the whole country. We heard numerous interpretations, views, and 
examples of local activities and initiatives that show a different thinking about reconciliation 
and trust building, and this deserves more public space and attention. 

It is not our purpose to suggest that in all 13 cities everyone agreed that reconciliation will 
have agreed outcomes and formal procedures, perhaps like South Africa. What we have seen 
is that in all 13 of our cities we found public discussion freely and fully engaging with 
differences of perspective, with difficulties related to controversy and to bias, with the need 
for positive perspectives and with the need for self-critical awareness. Our choice of 
reconciliation and trust-building as a framework for conversation created a basis for serious 
engagement with the challenges facing the population in these 13 cities, and these 
conversations were not filled with unreflective criticisms of other parts of the population or 
with idealistic programmes that do not relate to current realities.	  

Regardless of how hard citizens try to ignore it, the reproduction of collective conflict in 
politics in BiH defines their reality and affects attitudes and behaviours. Therefore, in some 
discussions we heard individuals say they are not biased against ‘others’, using the concept as 
a clear marker for ethnic or religious, i.e. collectivist identities. The citizens demonstrated 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 This section summarises the most important findings and messages from the 26 events organised with citizens 
in 13 local communities in BiH. The following sections contain specific and more elaborate findings. 
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interest and trust in what is commonly described as ‘the’ reconciliation process, linking it 
with the level of economic (in)security which significantly affects citizens in all 13 local 
communities, though in different ways and with different consequences. 

Despite widespread dissatisfaction, primarily with political and economic circumstances, the 
citizens convinced us that there are models in these local communities of good practice in 
encouraging the development of pluralistic civic society, but which are not sufficiently visible 
in the media or the public political discourse. 

• Reconciliation talks and initiatives should be inclusive, not evolve around like-minded 
people 

By establishing partnerships with civil society organisations, academic institutions, local 
institutions, local self-government bodies, the media and others, the research team managed to 
include people of different profiles in the discussions, not only people who have been dealing 
with reconciliation for some time (such as the many initiatives and civil organisations that are 
engaged in this) but others who find this process existentially important. 

In a majority of discussions, the participants shared their belief that active action within local 
communities may lead to important changes, either social or political. In fact, they are aware 
that discussions within groups of like-minded people, usually those representing civil society 
and excluding decision-makers, do not reflect this impulse for change which results in ineffi-
ciency, dissatisfaction and apathy. Such discussions should include as many ordinary people 
as possible – who are very often economically vulnerable and who see their interests only as 
citizens, with certain rights and obligations – by implementing activities aimed at specific 
problem solving. The participants in our discussions were very critical, touching upon topics 
they usually avoid (stories of camp survivors or those who have lost family members in the 
war), looking for and advocating specific measures and solutions for change. It would be 
possible to engage in a parallel research project, gathering voices which are more cynical or 
sceptical about the value or the possibility of reconciliation work, but the participants in that 
project could not claim to represent the diverse and vibrant networks of local civil society in 
these 13 communities in the way that our research partners and participants at our meetings 
did. 

• Public financing for initiatives implemented by young people, women, camp survivors, 
disabled veterans and demobilised veterans 

Participants supported the idea that public financing should be provided for activities and 
actions of young people in order to advance the reconciliation process in the 13 local 
communities. They were also positive about the roles played by civil society actors engaged 
in dialogue and open to the perspectives of others. As the example identified as working best, 
they mentioned the associations of former camp detainees, disabled war veterans and 
demobilised veterans. As their activities attest, and as is also illustrated by the testimonies 
shared in our discussions, there already exists a degree of mutual understanding for open and 
difficult discussions about personal and family traumas, as well as space in which trust can be 
built in an honest and open manner. Women, who actively participated in the discussions, 
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showed interest and a special kind of sensitivity for topics of reconciliation and trust building; 
citizens recognise as valuable local initiatives started or implemented by women. 

• Faith holds some potential for reconciliation, unless exploited for political and private 
purposes 

The reflections and experiences of religion and religious actors, particularly in reconciliation 
processes, do not necessarily correspond with the interpretation according to which religion, 
like everything else, is politicised in BiH. Discussions about religion are strongly influenced 
by political narratives, which are excluding and ethnicised. Unlike religion, faith was 
recognised by many citizens as a private matter, free from direct political influence. Those 
who emphasised their atheistic positions insisted that religion and faith are private matters and 
should not be linked with politics. These views were rare but extremely strongly held, 
stressing that faith and religion do not belong in the public sphere. Opinions about the role 
and potential of religious leaders were divided. In discussions about their influence, a number 
of discourses arose – one focusing on the dominant influence of religious leaders who are 
active at the state level, which is mostly seen as negative but has the potential to move things; 
another line of argument focused on the important role to be played by local religious leaders 
due to the strong inter-personal links they enjoy, and which carried both positive and negative 
connotations; and a third which exclusively sees religious leaders as instruments in the hands 
of ethno-politics, and as such as impediments in reconciliation and trust building processes. 
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Research Background  
 
In 2013, the research team, supported by the University of Edinburgh and the Centre for 
Empirical Research on Religion, surveyed the attitudes that citizens in 13 local communities 
across Bosnia and Herzegovina (BiH) hold towards reconciliation related topics. The survey 
included 2,606 respondents, making it the largest post-war research sample dealing with this 
topic. The results were promoted in late 2013 and during the first half of 2014, and stirred a 
significant level of attention in the public, primarily from the media, academia and expert 
public, international organisations and donors, as well as local non-governmental 
organisations implementing trust building and reconciliation activities. In late 2014 and early 
2015, we organised a second phase of focus group discussions and public events in these 13 
local communities, with the aim of presenting and giving additional contextual interpretations 
for the first round of results. 

During the second phase, in the period from October 2014 to February 2015, we organised 26 
events in 13 local communities – one focus group discussion and one public event in each. 
The goals of the 26 public events and focus groups were: 

• To present the results of the 2013 study 
• For the research team to provide additional explanation for the overall results 
• For local participants to interpret the results within the local context 
• To learn about local communities and their specificities 
• For the research team to learn about initiatives in local communities that work on trust 

building and reconciliation 
• To recognise successful and encouraging practices and potentials, as well as obstacles 

challenging their implementation 
• To identify topics and factors not included in the original research which are deemed 

important by discussion participants  
• To identify perspectives on further research on the topics of reconciliation and trust 

building, both academically and in the context of positive policy creation. 

The additional value of this second phase of the research is the fact that members of the 
research team had the opportunity for much greater quality of interaction with citizens in the 
13 communities – facilitating more qualitative discussion of the previous results but also 
enabling researchers to be involved in and to experience discussion in each of these local 
communities. Inevitably, the survey phase of our research had focused instead on sociological 
generalisation about the impact of religion and other factors, characterised by judgements 
from an outsider position, not those of insiders. 

With the intention of learning as much as possible about the situation in local communities 
with respect to the attitudes of citizens about reconciliation, and particularly having in mind 
the impact of religion and politics in generating social processes and relations, we decided to 
deploy two forms of discussions with citizens: 
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First, we held a round of focus group discussions, encompassing citizens who are representa-
tives of various social, economic, national, and ethnic groups characteristic of the community 
itself. The anonymity of focus group discussants was guarded, and the meetings were 
conducted in a less formal environment, generally with a smaller number of participants 
(between 10 and 15). Focus groups were organised in partnership with local organisations that 
sent invitations to the citizens and lent us their premises. Thanks to the engagement of local 
partners we largely managed to gather very diverse and balanced public discussion groups, 
though in some cases (Stolac and Trebinje) local partners were not able to organise meetings 
with people of different nationalities. 

Second, public events were organised for representatives of different interest groups, includ-
ing local institutions, the media, representatives of other institutions, various governmental 
and nongovernmental reconciliation initiatives, as well as other private citizens with an 
interest. Public discussions were organised in partnership with local organisations, and in 
some communities we also had public authorities as our partners. 

As an academic research project highly dependent on the qualitative nature of the processes of 
gathering and interpretating the evidence on which we are focusing, the team has necessarily 
been interested in the possibility of bias, and the minimising of bias, at every stage of our 
work: while planning activities, selecting partners and participants, organizing discussion, and 
throughout the process of the interpretation of results. We select here for your attention three 
areas in which the concerns of the literature on research bias may be seen to give focus to our 
work: 

• Concern to check researcher bias: The report is the product of a team from divergent 
backgrounds and with divergent perspectives, working with a diverse range of local 
organizations with very different perspectives  

• Concern to check selection and confirmation bias: The scope for these sources of bias 
to influence our work has been checked by team members in the organizational and 
review process 

• Concern to check interpretation bias: Among other issues raised, this has focused the 
team on the limits to what can be read into our overall characterization of attitudes on 
the basis of discussions, and with respect to the selected quotations which are used to 
reflect the diversity of opinions. 

During this second phase of research, members of our research team were in contact with over 
500 people in the 13 local communities: 

• We had over 250 participants in public discussions 
• 164 people participated in focus groups 
• 26 people from our local partner organisations helped us organise events and 

participated in them 
• In 9 out of 13 local communities, local political representatives participated in public 

events (6 provided municipal or city premises for our use) 
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• 51 media reported on these events (21 TVs and 30 others) 
• 30 citizens gave video statements for our FB page. 

In this phase, we started a Facebook page (https://www.facebook.com/PomPovBiH/?fref=ts) 
(and launched our website (https://povjerenje.wordpress.com/), using it to announce our 
events and published reports, photos and video statements from participants at events. 

For readers interested in the cities included in this study, and in the views of participants in 
our discussions in each city, information cards may be found at 
http://www.ceir.co.rs/index.php?strana=pages/edinburgh.php&ostalo=ed5.php. 

For further background into the developing academic literature on this subject, readers are 
encouraged to turn to the volume edited by Marko Antonio Brkić and Zorica Kuburić, 
Religija i Pomirenje u BiH: mogučnosti i izazovi (Sarajevo, 2016). A shorter bibliography 
will be found in the survey study Factors in Reconciliation: Religion, Local Conditions, 
People and Trust (Sarajevo, 2013).
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1. The importance of local interpretation: attitudes of citizens towards 
reconciliation and trust building from the perspectives of the 13 local 
communities 

Due to the abundance of information we received from participants of the 26 events held in 
these local communities, and the very specific interpretations given there – sometimes 
conditioned by context and sometimes by personal interpretation or status – this report does 
not aim to present all of the results, information, experience and interpretations obtained. No 
section of the report seeks to present a general picture. Our focus was on the nuanced 
specificities and differences in interpretation with respect to reconciliation and trust building 
processes which were characteristic of distinctive local and individual perspectives. This 
approach helps better to understand local social dynamics and the ways in which certain 
contextual, status and identity factors affect attitudes towards reconciliation and trust building 
processes. Although our approach does not aim at presenting ‘the general picture’, the local 
examples and experience encompassed here can nevertheless be seen as valuable in a wider 
sense, giving examples of good practice or as examples from which other local communities 
can learn. Here are the most important observations: 

• Support for a wide spectrum of reconciliation activities with the aim of mitigating 
social divisions in BiH 

 
The results of the 2013 study showed a high level of support for reconciliation and trust 
building processes in all 13 local communities. This was confirmed by participants in the 13 
focus groups and 13 public events, in Srebrenica, Bihać, Bijeljina, Livno, Brčko, Stolac, 
Tuzla, Mostar, Teslić, Sarajevo, Jajce, Banja Luka, and Trebinje.  

• Diverse interpretations of citizens and high involvement in discussions 

An added value of focus group discussions were the different interpretations participants gave 
of the 2013 survey results, which research team members presented at the beginning of each 
meeting. Public events enabled these results and interpretations to reach political decision 
makers and representatives of important local institutions, and for key messages to reach the 
wider public through the media. 

• Citizens interpret research results within their local context 

During focus group discussions and public events, the participants confirmed that the results 
of the 2013 study correspond with their perceptions and experience in their respective local 
communities. In both focus groups and public discussions, participants consistently underlin-
ed that the results correspond to the local context within which we interpreted them. The 
majority across these meetings said that processes and activities aimed at trust building are 
important. Additional research through focus groups and public discussions made possible:  
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§ Nuanced judgments and interpretation of survey results that refer to high trust in 
and expectation of teachers in trust building process 

§ Varied, even radically opposed, attitudes about the impact of religion, other social 
factors and value systems within local communities 

§ Additional interpretations and attitudes of citizens in relation to politics and 
political actors, elections, and their different experiences of cooperation with local 
authorities 

§ The impression that citizens share a high level of trust in the non-governmental 
sector and the belief that activists working on the reconciliation process have a 
realistic potential to contribute to these processes – both citizens and political 
representatives confirmed this. 
	  

• Diversity of local experiences 

Local experiences and interpretations of the nature of reconciliation and trust building 
processes proved both very diverse and contextually conditioned. This diversity of opinions 
and interpretations, given in the dialogical form in which opinions, interpretations and 
personal experience are directly contrasted, underlined the necessity of further research at the 
local level. In some communities, the level of trust, though shaken, reached an enviable level. 
For example, an atmosphere of optimism and dialogue prevailed at meetings in Bihać, Jajce, 
and Tuzla. Other communities demonstrated intensive local social dynamics at play, showing 
thereby that the perceptions often held about these communities as being exclusive, 
homogenous or divided are unsubstantiated. Such was the case in Bijeljina, and partly in 
Mostar. In Teslić, during the public discussion, a high level of apathy and lack of interest for 
these processes was demonstrated; in Stolac, institutional barriers and lack of political will led 
to the absence of one ethnic group in our public event; while in Banja Luka, with a vibrant 
and very active non-governmental sector, the representatives of political institutions failed to 
participate. 

• Politicians and religious leaders at the national level – the main impediments 

Citizens think that the main impediments to reconciliation are politicians and, to a certain 
extent, religious leaders, mostly those with higher ranks and whose voice reached many 
people (i.e. believers). When it comes to the influence of local religious leaders, experiences 
vary; participants named religious leaders who by their activities have contributed to these 
processes, but examples were also given of those whose activities were assessed as negative. 

• Attitude towards religion depends on the dynamics and composition of discussion 
groups 

When it comes to relations between civil society organisations and religious communities, in 
larger communities, such as Sarajevo, Banja Luka, Tuzla, Mostar, Bijeljina, there is a 
significant part of the active population which advocates secularism in public discourse and/or 
which does not assign great importance to religion. It is interesting that during discussions in 
which members of non-governmental organisations dominated, either in numbers or 
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otherwise, this attitude pervaded. This does not necessarily mean that civil society activists 
are atheists or agnostics, nor that all of them deem religion unimportant, but experience has 
shown that more heterogeneous groups, with the attendance and active participation of 
believers, were more affirmative about religion. In some local communities in which the civil 
society sector is not developed, religious communities substitute its activities with their own. 
 

• Institutional level – more efficient than individual 

Citizens believe that the institutional level is the most important context for reconciliation and 
trust building processes, because everything that happens beyond institutions – where 
politicians act and exercise influence as decision-makers – has little chance of succeeding and 
achieving long-term results. In addition, they believe that institutions do not necessarily 
represent national collectives, although respondents’ experience shows that, in local 
communities where cooperation and consensus of national (religious or cultural) associations 
exist, there is stronger support for reconciliation and trust building processes (examples were 
given, for instance, of the activities of the Inter-Religious Council at the local level). 

• Little confidence in – but still high expectations of – politicians and religious leaders 

The 2013 study showed that citizens are divided when it comes to trust in religious and 
political institutions as actors and generators of the reconciliation process. Those who said 
they were religious, regardless of their religious tradition or affiliation, were more inclined to 
support reconciliation and trust building activities, speaking positively about others and 
showing a high level of knowledge about the cultural and religious traditions of others. 
During the discussions of 2014-15, citizens talked affirmatively about the potential of religion 
and religious teachings, especially in the context of reconciliation, but were very critical of 
religious leaders and institutions, as they found their activities to be ineffective, even 
destructive. In the discussions, citizens, who often criticised politicians and religious leaders 
for their acts and failures to act, suggested that these actors indeed have real potential to create 
change. Accordingly, discussion participants had high expectations for politicians and 
religious leaders, particularly at the local level, and during our discussions examples were 
shared of positive practice that could have a significant impact on reconciliation processes in 
these local communities. In this context, the work of the Inter-Religious Council was 
mentioned in a number of local communities (Brčko, Jajce, Bihać). 

• More certain future and improvement of economy 

Half of the survey respondents indicated that it would be important for the reconciliation 
process to critically analyse the past, to determine the facts of what had happened in order to 
avoid manipulations, and a significant number of discussion participants deemed that 
activities in the reconciliation domain should focus on young people and should help them 
understand what happened and to overcome the divisions they witness today. Citizens were 
generally nevertheless more inclined to speak about the future as a priority, laying particular 
emphasis on the importance of ensuring economic development. 
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• The economic situation impacts on views towards reconciliation 

As economic conditions and social situations differ from one community to another, 
discussions on their impact on reconciliation had different forms and connotations. In smaller 
communities (such as Srebrenica, Teslić, or Stolac), problems associated with the destruction 
of manufacturing capacities (most pre-war factories are closed or the number of their workers 
is significantly reduced) have led to unemployment and to the departure of young people for 
larger cities or abroad. Unemployment is a notable problem in larger cities as well. In those 
cities, economic conditions are stronger and living standards are higher, and the people are 
mostly concerned – as was particularly expressed by older generations – with uncertainty and 
with unresolved problems impacting on socio-economic status (veterans, disabled veterans 
and representatives of associations of displaced persons talked about this). 

• Ethnicity is not a decisive factor in shaping views on the reconciliation process 

A detailed analysis of the survey data showed that there is no statistically significant 
difference in the support to reconciliation processes in environments where the majority 
population are Serbs, Croats or Bosniaks. In our subsequent discussions, a slightly higher 
level of sensitivity and support for these processes was expressed by those who declared 
themselves to be Bosniaks. This was confirmed regardless of whether they are majority or 
minority in their respective communities: it was the case in Bihać, Tuzla, Sarajevo, Stolac, 
Brčko, Mostar, Srebrenica, Bijeljina.2 Discussions with citizens indicated that those who are 
locally in a minority status expect most from the reconciliation and trust building processes, 
as do those of poorer socio-economic status and those who have been direct participants in the 
war (veterans, camp survivors, displaced persons, disabled veterans). 

• The importance of inter-personal connections 

Experience from focus group discussions and public events showed that the level of support 
for reconciliation processes also depends on specific local conditions. In smaller 
communities, where inter-personal connections are stronger, people attach more importance 
to these processes, stating very specific experiences and problems, even solutions. Srebrenica 
is an example that shows how the intensive social dynamics in smaller communities and 
everyday mutual interaction of people from two dominant ethnic groups can create, and in this 
case in fact has created, an important potential for reconciliation work in a local community. 
On the other hand, this is not the case in Stolac where there are still strong national narratives, 
institutional and national divisions, as well as war crimes that were neither publicly discussed 
nor prosecuted, which stand as a major obstacle to the interaction between people of different 
ethnic and religious backgrounds. 

• Citizens are supportive of further research and also of practical implementation of the 
main research findings 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
2 Statistical presentation of survey answers in both samples (2013 and 2015-16) shows that there are somewhat 
more positive answers among those who declared themselves Bosniaks than among other groups. The negative 
answers provided by Serbs are statistically more relevant, and this was the case both with the sample of 2,606 
respondents in 2013 and also the 161 participants of focus groups in 2015 and 2016.  
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The results suggest that there is room for further socially and politically relevant (and usable) 
research, and provide a basis for guidelines for research sensitive to real conditions in BiH. 
They open space for understanding of the local social dynamics, but also raise new questions 
and dilemmas requiring additional explanation and analysis. The role of religion and religious 
actors, religious feelings and affiliations of ordinary people, the role of civil society, the 
media, the educational system and teachers themselves, are each worth further study, not in 
isolation, but as they interact with other factors. 

• A pessimistic tone dominates commentary focused on the political situation and its 
improvement 

A pessimistic tone was dominant in discussions with citizens in terms of the current situation 
and its improvement. Pessimism was much more pronounced during public events than in 
focus groups – in 8 of 13 public meetings, participants expressed concern and scepticism 
about possible changes, while they were predominantly optimistic at only two of these public 
events. Optimism and pessimism alternated – pessimism dominated in 5 focus groups, 
optimism in 4, while in three cases there were elements of both. Participants of groups 
dominated by pessimism mostly talked about problems, and the causes and consequences of 
these problems, and a few talked about solutions. The most common cause for pessimism 
cited by participants was the political situation in general (Mostar, Livno, Sarajevo, Tuzla, 
Banja Luka, Srebrenica, Bijeljina), then they identified and expressed the problem of the 
‘institutionalised state of war’ (Sarajevo), the media (Tuzla and Srebrenica), and citizens’ 
apathy and distrust (Livno), while all local communities underlined the poor economic 
situation. 

• Optimism comes through in the voices of the youth 

The highest degree of optimism was noted in Bihać (both at the focus group and in the public 
event) and in Jajce (where a number of focus group participants were sceptical, but the 
positive energy was again clear at the public event). Participants of events in Bihać and Jajce 
were mostly young people (where they were the most numerous, and in Jajce also the most 
constructive, in discussions), then women (equally represented and active in both local 
communities), as well as representatives of religious communities (a retired imam and 
religious education teacher in Jajce, a Catholic priest in Bihać). Economic development (in 
most local communities) and encouraging developments based on rich cultural offerings (in 
Jajce and Trebinje) were underlined as having potential around which trust building processes 
could be generated. 

• Insecurity – the issue that bothers everyone 

In all 13 communities, participants generally talked about the economy as being the biggest 
problem, or about unemployment and poor socio-economic status stemming from the 
undeveloped economy. Such a situation creates insecurity; the youth affected by this problem 
are not productive in their most mature years; the elderly and socially vulnerable do not have 
the basic conditions for a dignified life; demobilised veterans represent an additional and 
separate problem, as do camp survivors, displaced persons and victims whose losses cannot 
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be compensated by the state (i.e. competent authorities). All of this influences views: of the 
future, of others, of co-existence, of prospects for life and work in BiH. A number of 
participants said that it is not enough to compensate and to help vulnerable groups and young 
people, it is necessary also to create conditions for the development of their local communities 
as well as focusing on those individuals. Social (in)security is not only affected by a poor 
economy but also by a distorted value system, which is reflected in less functional families, a 
poor education system, and various environmental factors that exercise formative influences 
on the younger generations. One of the most broadly influential of these factors, according to 
participants, is the media, whose negative impact is felt on young people and more generally 
on the country’s reconciliation and trust building processes. 

• Local social discourses create distinctive frameworks for analysis 

During the discussions in each of the 13 local communities, the research team identified what 
was distinctive in the frameworks used for social discourse3 on reconciliation and trust 
building processes: for instance, in terms of political discourse, local or nongovernmental 
level discourse, and the discourse of ordinary people in referring to their personal experiences, 
the relationships they identified as significant and their expectations. The aim of the report is 
to present the results of these discussions also in light of the social discourses which dominate 
in these local communities and which reflect their specificities. 
 
 

2. Politics, political players and civil society 
 

• Participant comments on politics and politicians 
 
Our 2013 survey study indicated that respondents have a high level of confidence in the value 
of reconciliation and trust building processes (72.7 %), but of all stakeholders to be involved 
in these processes they least trust the politicians. Only 52% of respondents considered it 
important to involve politicians in these processes, while another 30% considered their 
involvement irrelevant. Our focus groups and public meetings confirm that these results are 
indeed seen as very important and indicative of wider public judgement. They also raised 
many questions, which we tried to answer through the focus group discussions and public 
events.  
 
In almost all discussions, participants primarily spoke of politicians as a source of problems 
for progress in reconciliation work, with the exception of Tuzla, where one focus group 
participant mentioned the responsibility of those “who did not vote”.4 In addition to being 
described as a source of the problem, politicians were also portrayed as “generators of fear” 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
3 This approach to the analysis of conversations in local communities enables us to contextualise certain 
specificities and trends, perceptions and examples within local communities.  
4 According to the questionnaires filled in anonymously by focus group participants, the proportion who had 
voted in the most recent elections was the highest in Bihać (63.6 %), Tuzla (58.3 %), Brčko and Banja Luka 
(50%), and was the lowest in Mostar (31.3 %), Livno (30.8 %), Bijeljina (30%) and Stolac (18.2%). On average, 
across all 13 communities, approximately 41% of the focus group participants had voted in the elections.  
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(Brčko), “someone who want to keep status quo” (Trebinje), “irresponsible” (Tuzla), 
“someone who uses budgets to create boundaries and differences” (Stolac), and the cause of 
problems for local communities (this was articulated in Srebrenica, where the participants 
criticised political elites from Sarajevo and Banja Luka and their contribution to the bad 
ambience in this municipality).  

Despite all the criticism about politics and about politicians, the division and low level of 
trust, a constant theme during focus groups and public events was that politics is important 
and political will is the key to generating support for these processes or to obstructing them. 
The potential of politicians was particularly emphasised in focus groups in Mostar and Stolac 
and public events in Brčko, Trebinje and Bijeljina.5  

• Variable trust in politicians at the local, entity and state levels 

Discussions in local communities showed that participants generally do not trust politicians 
and that they ascribe their problems to external factors, to politicians and particularly to 
stakeholders in the higher levels of government.  

The study confirmed our assumption that citizens in smaller political communities 
(Srebrenica, Teslić, Stolac) have strong interpersonal connections and direct links and 
contacts with representatives of local authorities. In larger communities (especially in 
Sarajevo, then Mostar, Tuzla, Banja Luka) this distance is considerably greater, thus 
weakening the direct link between the citizens and those who exercise power. However, the 
proximity of citizens to those in power, the quality of their relations, and the environment in 
which they occur did not affect the views of citizens with respect to their trust in politicians 
and trust building process.  

The participants did not give much time to discussion of the political representatives at the 
entity and state levels. Only in Stolac was there an exception, in that discussion participants 
here referred to a fellow citizen who, while he served as a Minister in the Government of the 
Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina, advocated the reconstruction of cultural and historical 
buildings in the downtown area. This was regarded as a positive action. It should be noted that 
this was not a heterogeneous group. Almost all of the participants who mentioned the said 
minister were members of the same ethnic group to which the minister belongs. As a young 
participant in Stolac argued, “the politicians who run for the positions at higher levels of 
government or who already serve in such positions visit local communities only during pre-
election campaigns, when they make lot of promises, take photos with citizens in public, 
which is something that citizens do not get much benefit from.” The experience from the 
focus group in Teslić was also very interesting. The focus group discussion was organised 
two days before the general elections and on the very same day for which the main political 
parties had organised their rallies in this community. The city was divided between the two 
largest political blocs of the Republika Srpska. There was a lot of police in the streets and it 
was very difficult to motivate the participants to come to the focus group. As was pointed out 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
5 According to the questionnaire filled in by the participants before the discussions, only in Brčko had a 
significant number of respondents voted in the past elections (50%). In Trebinje (41.7%) and even more clearly 
in Bijeljina (30 %) this percentage was significantly lower than the average turnout in Bosnia and Herzegovina.  
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by several participants in the focus group in Teslić, everyone, especially the young, expected 
that their presence in the rallies would improve their prospects to get a job or some other 
engagement after the elections.  

A girl: “People have postponed everything, just to make it for the 
political rallies and be seen there. They believe their presence in the 
rally will improve their chance to change the future.” 

(Focus group in Teslić) 

In addition, focus group participants pointed out that the young in this community generally 
lack enthusiasm, which they took as illustrative of the way that the young think of their future. 
To this end, they see political involvement as “an opportunity to find jobs in administration of 
the local community”, jobs which are distributed based on the membership in and loyalty to 
political parties.  

• Reactions by politicians to the survey results and suggestions/criticism shared during 
discussions 

The first indicator of the willingness of local political players to discuss the topics of 
reconciliation and trust building in their respective contexts was demonstrated by their 
agreement to be our partners in organising the public events. To this end, we had excellent 
cooperation and full understanding in Bijeljina, Srebrenica and Trebinje. In these local 
communities we were given premises, the representatives took part in the discussion and the 
local communities themselves helped us to recruit the participants and organise the events. 
Significant cooperation was also established in local communities in Bihać, Jajce, and Livno 
(where we were given the premises and where representatives of local authorities appeared in 
the meetings), as well as in Brčko, Mostar, Sarajevo and Tuzla6 (where representatives of 
local authorities took part in the discussions). On the other hand, we failed to establish 
partnership in three local communities – we failed to establish successful contacts with local 
authorities in Teslić; over the past couple of years, the city authorities in Banja Luka have not 
cooperated fully with the NGO sector, which was an important partner of ours; and in Stolac 
there was a problem of political division within institutions and a lack of fundamental, rather 
than merely declarative, willingness on the part of the local authorities to promote cooperation 
and inter-ethnic understanding, including with respect to activities aimed at facing the past.  

The second indicator is the quality of participation and reactions from the representatives of 
local authorities to our 2013 survey results. In several cases, representatives accepted and with 
full understanding interpreted the low level of trust in political players, expressing desire to 
improve the situation. In Srebrenica, Brčko, Trebinje and Bijeljina, the political 
representatives present themselves pointed out the importance of political players in trust 
building processes.  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
6 Representatives of the local authorities in Tuzla were prevented from taking part in the public event because a 
part of the city was blocked due to a car accident.  
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The third indicator was the level of willingness of political players to take account of some of 
the suggestions articulated in the focus groups and public events, i.e. the results of the survey 
and to apply them in practice. The most promising discussion took place in Srebrenica, where 
the Deputy Mayor highlighted the importance of these results for the development of action 
plans for further development of the Municipality. Representatives of local authorities in 
Bijeljina, Bihać and Brčko pointed out in their comments concerning the results of the survey 
the relevance and value of the results, though they were unable to explain specifically how 
would they use them in practice.  

• The role of civil society in trust-building and reconciliation processes 

The qualitative phase of our research, the partnerships and joint activities in local 
communities, the reactions and comments by the participants of 26 events, give a variety of 
indications of the ways in which civil society is key to the trust building process, in which 
their activities are most numerous and most visible. The activities of NGOs were recognised 
not only by participants in our events who are not active in this sector, but also by the 
representatives of the authorities, religious communities and cultural associations.  

In almost all local communities we had a partner organisation from the civil sector, which 
provided support in conducting our activities. It was consistently clear that representatives of 
these organisations enjoy a positive reputation in their respective communities. The 
organisations are well networked – in an informal sense with representatives of various social 
groups and specific organisations, and also with the institutions (political and other) operating 
in these 13 local communities.  

This was the case with the World Vision from Sarajevo, the Helsinki Committee for Human 
Rights of Republika Srpska in Bijeljina, the Helsinki Citizens’ Assembly in Banja Luka, the 
Centre for Civic Cooperation from Livno, and Friends of Srebrenica.  

In three local communities our partners were organisations which along with their peace-
building activities deal with the promotion of trust, which work with women and specialise in 
the promotion of their rights and the development of their significant role in society. These 
included Orhideja from Stolac, the Women’s Education Centre Misao from Tuzla and Žene s 
Une from Bihać. Both the focus group discussions and public events confirmed that citizens 
have great confidence in these organisations, while the organisations we worked with in Tuzla 
and Bihać also have well-developed partnerships with representatives of the local authorities.  

Our formal partner in Brčko was the Kulturni centar Bošnjaka Preporod, which has an 
excellent cooperation with the cultural centres of the other two constituent peoples there – 
Napredak and Prosvjeta. As a result of their reputation in the city, they did not have any 
trouble recruiting a very diverse spectre of participants for our public event.  
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3. Religion, religious communities and churches, religious leaders 

 
• Local context influences thinking about religion and religious actors 

A key to advancing our understanding of the perception of religion and of religious actors in 
trust building processes is a deeper knowledge of local conditions, of social dynamics and of 
other features of local communities. In our 13 communities, we witnessed a variety of 
interpretations of the role of religion and religious actors, depending on the community itself, 
the structure of focus groups and public events, the experiences of participants, their status 
and other factors (age, gender, education level, degree or lack of religious identification). 
Participants’ perception of religion and their trust in religion, or their lack of trust in it, 
depends on the level of active engagement of religious leaders, their visibility in public space, 
their voice and influence of their political messages. The visibility and public engagement of 
religious leaders are not the only relevant factors. There are many other factors that affect the 
trust and perception of religion, which can be not only contextual but also very personal. For 
example, participants at our events in Brčko District reported a high level of institutional 
cooperation among the three traditional religious communities, which considerably relaxes the 
relationships among people, both the believers and unbelievers. Participants of discussions in 
local communities where the Inter-Religious Council is very active (Jajce, Sarajevo, Bihać) 
also emphasised that this type of institutional cooperation is important. In communities where 
local religious leaders showed no signs of cooperation, or used their messages to alienate 
from another national communities (an extreme example of this being Stolac), the participants 
at our events did not mention religion as a potential factor of reconciliation. Bijeljina is an 
example of the experience of a city somewhere in the middle between these alternatives: here, 
the participants of the focus group discussion said that the current leadership of the Serb 
Orthodox Church in the city has not been not too visible and publicly engaged, and in their 
view this was a positive thing. However, they did not explicitly deny the potential of religion 
to bring together or to divide. We also observed across our meetings a very characteristic 
trend of the personalisation of religion, meaning that a large number of participants observe 
the potential of religion through the prism of the public appearances and activities of 
particular religious leaders.  

• Perception of religion 

Based on careful analysis of our discussions, it is clear that in some communities a ready 
expression is given to the idea that religion is a very important factor and a resource for 
reconciliation, while in other communities it is easier to find expressions of the belief that the 
exploitation of religion is one of the major obstacles to the trust building process. This split 
between personal beliefs and institutionalised religious practice was articulated in the 
statement of a focus group participant from Sarajevo: 

War veteran: “Belief and churches/institutions are two different things. 
There are many hypocrites. I am trying to live Islam. I like talking to people 
of different faiths and I do not belittle them. I would never disturb or 
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discomfort them. We are all God’s creatures. The community to which I 
belong does not approve of what I do. They will pay no attention to it.” 

(Focus group in Sarajevo) 

“Religion is a problem” was the message voiced by a smaller number of focus groups (4 out 
of 13) and public events (also in 4 out of 13). Attitudes of the focus group and public 
discussions participants who regarded religion as a problem corresponded only in the case of 
Banja Luka and Teslić. To some extent this can be explained by the composition of the focus 
groups, which, in the absence of representatives of institutions, from the local authorities, and 
politicians, were mainly comprised of the young, women, NGO activists and minorities. In 
these two cities, several young people, who were very agile and constructive in the course of 
discussions, emphasised atheism as their basic identity marker. One of the active participants 
in the discussion in Banja Luka voiced his doubts about the finding from the 2013 research 
that religious people are statistically more prone to reconciliation: 

An atheist and member of minority: “I remember it suggested that religious 
people are more prone to these processes. I found it odd because here in the 
Balkans, religious goes hand in hand with ethnic. I do not know many 
religious people who are not nationalists. Questionnaires and interactions, 
i.e. human relations, are two completely different things. Religiousness is a 
matter of folklore and it is present among all ethnic groups.” 

(Focus group in Banja Luka) 

The institutionalisation of religion and its political exploitation were highlighted as being a 
major problem in Mostar, Teslić and Tuzla (focus groups), as well as in Sarajevo (public 
event): 

A pensioner: “Religion is misused and that’s not good. Religion has not been 
celebrated in this region. I am more prone to classify religion as a factor of 
division rather than as a factor of reconciliation.” 

(Focus group in Sarajevo) 

In the public event organised in Srebrenica it was noted that religion should return to its 
original values in order not to constitute a problem, while public discussion in Teslić focused 
on “guilt” as an important concept of religious teachings. 

According to the participants of 10 focus group discussions and public events, religion as 
such is not a problem. The same sentiment was shared by participants in the focus group and 
public discussions in Brčko District, Livno and Bihać. In these local communities, the most 
active participants were believers (Brčko, Livno), religious leaders (Brčko, Bihać, Livno) and 
religious education teachers (Bihać, Brčko). In the focus group in Brčko, we had a very 
inspiring discussion with secondary school teachers, one an Orthodox believer and the other a 
young religious education teacher who was Muslim. They spoke of religion being a system of 
good values and positive teachings. Several participants pointed out that ignorance about 
religion turns people into an easy target of manipulation by means of religion:  
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Female: “As soon as person gains power through religion, he tends to use it 
as a means of separation. Teaching religion to the young is not a problem. 
The problem is that they do not learn it. They learn how to alienate one 
another. I taught my daughter everything she wanted to know.” 

(Focus group in Tuzla) 

An NGO activist: “Ignorance is indeed dangerous to people and that’s what 
prevents us from moving forward in these processes. I am a believer, but I 
do not subscribe to any particular religion. My faith becomes stronger only 
when I meet people of different faith. I am surprised how people who belong 
to some religious institutions approve of abuse and even commit crimes in 
their name.”  

(Focus group in Sarajevo) 

‘Religion as possibility and potential’ was a leitmotif in the discussions held in Trebinje, Jajce 
and Bihać, while participants of public event in Mostar claimed that religion is, by its nature, 
pacific. A religious education teacher from Tuzla tried to explain that a negative attitude 
towards religion is a legacy of the anti-theistic regime of the former Yugoslavia. The 
prevailing opinion in public discourse from the end of the war until now is that religion is to 
be “blamed for the war”, and it is often accompanied with nostalgia for the previous regime:  

A religious education teacher, Tuzla: “The media challenge the conciliatory 
potential of religion. Citizens in Tuzla argue that religion insists on division, 
while at the same time there is a lack of civil and political initiatives 
promoting cooperation with religious communities and encouraging the role 
of religion in peace building and reconciliation processes.” 

(Public event in Tuzla) 

Problems arising from the equation of religious identification with ethnic background, and 
this was mentioned on several occasions, as illustrated in this quotation from a participant in 
the focus group discussion in Banja Luka:  

A girl: “There is a saying in Bosnia: if you interfere with my religion, it is as 
if you are interfering with my nation. The only thing we are left with is the 
street, the Internet, the media and politicians who are closely tied to religious 
leaders.”  

(Focus group in Banja Luka) 

A young and educated participant at the focus group discussion in Brčko had a slightly 
different view on this topic: 

Young man with LL.M.: “According to Croats and Serbs, the current 
identity of Bosniak people emerged in the 1990s and this was coined to 
allow for the Muslims in Bosnia to have their own identity. Indeed, we could 
debate about whether this is true or not. I do not feel offended if someone 
calls me a Muslim or Bosniak, but it does offend me if someone denies my 
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right to be Bosniak, irrespective of when the term as such appeared, in the 
times of Bošnjani or in the 1990s. Why won’t you let me have my own 
identity? It wouldn’t make me feel better if I went to an archive and learned 
that my ancestors were Petar, Ranko, Radovan … It would not have changed 
who I am today. I would accept my past, but at the same time I would insist 
on being who I am today, without having imposed on me a narrative that my 
ancestor was a Serb who at one point converted to Islam. That’s what insults 
us.”  

(Focus group in Brčko) 

Discussion in Banja Luka was led at doctrinaire and ideological levels, while in Stolac the 
same issue was presented as a significant political problem, which the young in this 
community perceive as a huge obstacle for their lives and for joint activities.  

Summing up the thrust of the discussions which touched on religion: religion was generally 
presented as an important social resource, either in a negative sense – due to ignorance or 
misuse of religion – or in a positive sense, as unrealised potential or as a positive example, as 
was noted in some areas in which it has been used for the purpose of peace building and 
reconciliation. It was clear that citizens do not look at religion through collectivist spectacles 
alone but that they also have their own independent, critical and personal views on the 
subject.  

• Perception of religious communities and churches 

During discussion with citizens it was very difficult to separate the perception of religious 
communities from either the perception of religion and doctrinal teachings, on the one hand, 
and from attitudes to religious leaders and their activities on the other. When speaking of 
specific communities, discussion participants mainly had recourse to the universal messages 
of the monotheistic religions or tried to illustrate their views by reference to certain 
personalities. A positive perception of religious communities was noted in Brčko District, 
where the religious communities and cultural societies of the dominant ethnic groups have 
excellent cooperation. In addition, the Interreligious Council is very active in this community. 
The same is true when it comes to activities of the Interreligious Council in Bihać, Jajce and 
partly in Sarajevo. The absence of meaningful cooperation and initiatives was noted in 
Srebrenica and Bihać, while participants in the Stolac discussions regarded religious 
communities and their local leaders as generators of division: during both the focus group 
discussion and public event in Stolac, the participants pointed out that, at religious 
ceremonies, local priests and imams send messages justifying the divisions and advising 
young people not to socialise with peers of a different religion and ethnic background. 

• Perception of religious leaders  

In discussions with citizens, religious leaders were somewhat less frequently mentioned as a 
source of problems and distrust than politicians and journalists were.  

When it comes to the negative impact of leaders, the discussion participants considered them 
to be “politicised and sordid” (Tuzla) and “linked to politics”. Also, they are believed “to 
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generate hatred and to insult others by their inflammatory statements” (Teslić), “to influence 
political elections” (Mostar, Stolac), “to exploit believers” (Srebrenica), and “to divide 
people” (Stolac). When it comes to the exploitation of religion, participants in several focus 
group discussions and public events mentioned the former Reis of the Islamic Community of 
Bosnia and Herzegovina, Mustafa Cerić, since some participants regarded his candidacy for 
the BiH Presidency in the October 2014 general elections to be unacceptable, considering that 
clerics should not be actively involved in politics. 	  

A pensioner: “In my opinion, no religion of God is supposed to be about 
division. But religions want to dominate and they go beyond their ambit. 
Here, I do not to wish to offend anyone, but what good did the former Reis 
do for Muslims by running for the Presidency? Honest Muslims did not like 
him that much, just as we did not particularly like our former Bishop.”  

(Focus group in Bijeljina) 

The influence of religious leaders was recognised in more than half of the focus group 
discussions and public events. Some argued that not all believers follow the examples set by 
their religious leaders: 

An NGO activist: “Religious leaders can only influence the opinions of those 
who have no opinion. We work with the IRC and try to bring religious 
leaders around the table in all our events to jointly share our experiences. 
There are both positive and negative examples.” 

(Focus group in Teslić) 

Participants in some areas thought that religious leaders by their gestures could significantly 
contribute to reconciliation: 

Male: “I suggested in a talk show that it would be nice if Mufti Smajkić and 
Bishop Perić took a walk together (downtown), ate ćevapi together in one or 
other place, had a cup of coffee… It would have produced more effect than 
any efforts of the international community. No matter whom we have here, 
Inzko or anyone else, but this gesture would cause more reactions.” 

(Focus group in Mostar) 

In Trebinje we got the opposite response. The participants felt their local clergy are too close 
and personal with representatives of other faiths: 

Female: “I think our Bishop is too close and personal with Imams and 
Catholic Bishops.” 

(Focus group in Trebinje) 

Good institutional cooperation among religious communities and churches, as seen in Brčko 
District, as well as mutual respect between religious leaders, can relax interpersonal relations 
and bring people closer to one another on a local level. Participants at the focus group and the 
public event in Jajce shared as an example of good cooperation the work of local religious 
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leaders through the Interreligious Council (the same was mentioned in Brčko District and 
Bihać).  

Participants in Bijeljina compared the two leaders of the Serb Orthodox Church – the current 
one, who they say is not too much present in public, but when he does appear in public his 
messages are positive and positively connoted (this is also what we heard during discussions 
in Banja Luka), and the previous Bishop, who was very active, often sending disturbing and 
inflammatory messages (similar views of this Bishop were raised in the focus group 
discussion in Tuzla). Some light can be cast on the perceptions of the two bishops: in 
comparing them, the participants in the Bijeljina focus group discussion emphasised the social 
engagement of the former bishop (pointing out that he was very involved in helping the poor 
and marginalised, encouraging the work of meal centres and humanitarian organisations), 
while the current bishop is said to have “no ear” for humanitarian activities. 

A youth activist: “A retold story, which I heard from a girl who is a member 
of the Council. She is very active in Svetosavska omladina [the Saint Sava 
Orthodox Youth Community]. We were all unhappy with the previous 
bishop, she said, but he was helping the poor and supporting meal centres. 
It’s all gone now. The Youth Community is no longer active either.”  

Male: “The former bishop had enjoyed authority among the clergy. That’s 
why the Svetosavska omladina Community worked. The current bishop does 
not enjoy the authority and the Community has been taken over by three 
priests, each of which pushes his own agenda, thus leading the Community 
to collapse.” 

(Focus group in Bijeljina) 

Such statements indicate participants perceive a need for some kind of religiously connoted 
authority. Although this was explicitly articulated in Bijeljina, the participants in other local 
communities also voiced the view that the local and national religious leaders are expected to 
serve as a role model to believers by their behaviour and gestures. “Authority” was implicitly 
treated as an important and even as an indispensable trait for a religious leader to hold.  

• Civil initiatives on the importance of religion 
 
Discussions with citizens in 13 local communities have shed light on various attitudes 
towards religion and its potential to generate reconciliation. The context-induced and 
widespread assumption that “religion is a part of the problem” is partly corroborated by 
statements made to the effect that religion is politically exploited and that is used in the public 
discourse of BiH to divide rather than to unify, but it has also been unsettled in many local 
discussions by participants’ statements and interpretations.  

The better the institutional cooperation between religious communities and churches, the 
greater the confidence in the potential of religion. This was confirmed in Brčko, Jajce, Bihać 
and Sarajevo, where the IRC is very active. The opposite views toward the impact of religion 
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were noted in the places where there is no good institutional cooperation in place, such as in 
Mostar, Stolac and Srebrenica.  

The young, except for those among them who are declared believers (of whom there were few 
at either public events and focus groups), generally do not regard religion to have an 
important potential for the reconciliation process. In few places was it reported that there are 
clear and long-term cooperations between the non-governmental sector and religious 
communities and interreligious initiatives.7 

• Religious leaders on the topic of reconciliation and their role 

Although representatives of religious communities were consistently invited, they were not 
present at all public events. The most active in the discussions were representatives of the 
three major traditional religious communities in Brčko, who also took part in the public 
events organised in Sarajevo, Mostar, Tuzla, Bihać, and Livno. Their messages were 
generally positive and promising.  

Jakob Finci, Jewish Community in BiH: “I think it’s very good to see that 
the idea of reconciliation and trust building among BiH citizens did not die. 
On the contrary, it is still something that can bring us together and inspire 
confidence that there is a future for all … I’d say that the problem is a very 
negative perception of “other” and “different” created by the media. We 
had a pre-election campaign which corresponded with the flooding crisis, 
where everything was put into the service of political parties.”  

(Public event in Sarajevo) 

Miloš Tršić, Serb Orthodox Church: “Reconciliation and economy are the 
two most important things in our society. The way I see it, teachers are 
considerably constrained in their work because they have to comply with a 
specific curriculum. The work of teachers is perhaps the most important for 
BiH. Each teacher should have 5 minutes to explain to the students how are 
they to interrelate with their peers, parents, and teachers, and this is 
something that is very often forgotten. In 2002, I remember, I had only one 
Bosniak student in the classroom and he was a minority. Many parents 
advised their children how to treat and behave around this student. Tell me, 
how would you have felt to have lived in Tuzla and been a minority in a 
Bosniak classroom?” 

(Public event in Tuzla) 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
7	  Although the focus group participant sample was too small (161) for statistically relevant conclusions, some 
trends were observed. For example, a trend observed in Mostar suggests that people who have their own view of 
religion commonly believe that the contribution of sincere believers is far more important than the contribution 
of others. In Teslić, Trebinje and Livno, the idea that there is a special role to be played by sincere believers was 
mostly supported by those who are involved in the work of their religious communities. Also, findings from 
Sarajevo suggest that those who are involved in activities of local religious communities are somewhat more 
supportive of a special role for the socially-active religious laity. As for the support granted to prominent 
religious figures, those who are involved in the life of religious communities tended to be more supportive of 
such persons, but this support was not statistically significant for any of the local communities.  
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The results of the present study indicate that the intensity of local tensions can also be linked 
to the perception of religion. Where local tensions, primarily inter-ethnic ones, are 
insignificant, religion is generally perceived in a positive way and its active role in 
reconciliation processes is reaffirmed. This is the case in ethnically and religiously 
homogeneous communities (e.g. Trebinje) or in communities that foster good institutional 
cooperation among religious communities (e.g. Brčko District or Sarajevo) or in which the 
IRC is very active (Bihać, Jajce, Tuzla, Brčko).  

Despite some indications suggesting this may be so, it is difficult to establish a correlation 
between political tensions and politically induced uncertainty, on the one hand, and a low 
level of tolerance for inclusion of religious topics and actors in the reconciliation process on 
the other. For example, participants in the focus group in Trebinje did not see the point in 
“excessively” involving religion in the reconciliation process because they believe their 
community has no problem. However, this was not the case in Mostar, where participants in 
the focus group suggested that if an imam and a priest were to walk together and to have a 
coffee together in different parts of the city, it would make a positive impact.  

4. Economy 
 

• Economy is the biggest problem 

Defying expectations, the results of the 2013 survey showed that respondents of a lower 
economic status are more supportive of reconciliation. Our discussions with citizens and 
representatives of local institutions provided an opportunity to interpret these results, but also 
to examine the thesis often voiced in public debates that increased level of revenues would 
create a higher level of openness towards reconciliation. In all communities, without 
exception, the participants cast the economy as the major problem. Solving economic issues is 
given priority over improvement of social relations and political system reform, as evidenced 
by the following statement by a focus group participant from Trebinje: 

A Serb male: “I sit in a hotel bar with a dozen Croats every day. And, 
everything is all right. Western Herzegovina is not at all aware that it has 
been at war with this Herzegovina. When it comes to economic affairs, 
people socialise with one another, they hug each other. It all works fantastic, 
as if the war never happened.” 

(Focus group in Trebinje) 

Such statements place a focus on economic relations, but at the same time they can be 
perceived as a kind of relativisation. In the focus group discussion in Trebinje there were no 
Croats who could confirm this or present their own view.  

• Devastation of infrastructure, manufacturing and economic potential 

Before the war, Bosnia and Herzegovina was industrially a very developed part of the former 
Yugoslavia. Nearly every small and medium sized local community had a factory (or more 
than one of them) specialised in some industry. These factories provided jobs to a large 
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number of local people, thus enabling them and their families to earn a decent living and to 
enjoy an opportunity to plan their lives in these local communities. The war, further 
ethnification of the public space in BiH and the privatisation process, which favoured only 
certain groups, political and business elites, led to the collapse of industrial activity and to the 
closing of a large number of these factories.  

• The problem of small communities 

The above effects of the war, privatisation and the closure of factories have led to the 
depopulation of small communities – and of course on top of this there are the other 
devastating consequences of the war, ethnic cleansing, and genocide, as in the case of 
Srebrenica. To make this concrete by focusing on particular examples: Srebrenica before the 
war had a population of 40,000. Today, this local community has a population of around 
15,000 (of which 4,000 lives in the downtown area). The population of Stolac dropped from 
20,000 before the war to less than 15,000 (with a large brain drain amongst primary and high 
school children, as we were told during discussions). The Municipality of Teslić, which 
according to the 1991 census had population of 60,000, today has somewhat more than 
40,000 people. Teslić has a very high unemployment rate, however, a large number of people 
from this local community is working abroad and sending remittances to their families in 
Teslić.  

The poor economic situation is particularly noticeable in communities that are not so small 
and which have been traditionally rich, thanks to a particularly strong industry, providing jobs 
to a large number of people and their families (e.g. Tuzla or Bijeljina). Devastation of 
economic infrastructure and lack of vision with respect to economic development, whether at 
the local or global level, not only disempowered the workers but also led them into poverty.  

• Young people have no prospects and are leaving the small communities 

Poor economic situation particularly affected the young. This was articulated by focus group 
participants in various communities: 

A student and volunteer: “The economic factor is important. Over 50% of the 
young in BiH is unemployed. What do these young people do? What’s going 
on inside their heads and minds? That has been dragging from 1995, 1996. 
Big factories are idle and there is no one to revive them. Employment 
motivates people, it gives them different goals, such as starting families.”  

(Focus group in Brčko) 

A student: “The biggest problem here is politics and economy. The politics 
tends to privatise everything. We, the young, have no opportunities. There 
are no factories to provide us with jobs. It all begins with politics and 
economic problems.” 

(Focus group in Mostar) 
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As far as the depopulation of small and medium sized communities is concerned, the most 
significant brain drain is noted among the young people, who are leaving either because of 
study or in search of a job. In conducting the research and organising the focus group in 
Teslić, we faced a problem in recruiting young people. We organised the event shortly before 
the elections and the young were convinced that their involvement around the election 
campaigns and rallies would help improve their prospects for finding a job. Similar issues 
were raised elsewhere: 

A girl: “The young in Bijeljina go from one [political] party to another, 
looking for opportunities.”  

(Focus group in Bijeljina) 

A teacher of Serbian language: “If the country moves forward 
economically, education will be more accessible to all. The young who do 
not go for study and who stay at home are more susceptible to local 
influences, in particular those of their family. They remain deprived of the 
real and bigger picture.“  

(Focus group in Brčko) 

A returnee, unemployed: “Reconciliation would be possible here only if the 
young could find employment.” 

(Focus group in Srebrenica) 

Through a complex system of political, family and educational activities, coupled with 
economic instability, young people are being instilled with certain particular values (which 
mainly correspond with political values), where loyalty is rewarded by the opportunity to get 
a job in the public sector (public administration, local self-government). In some focus 
groups, the participants discerned that young people do not seize all the opportunities 
available, offering various reasons, which, in part, can be ascribed to culture: 

A girl: “From the perspective of the young. Here, McDonalds opened its 
restaurant. There were vacancies and some young people got jobs but 
shortly after they quit the job, saying: why would I work for 400-500 BAM? 
In Germany kids start to work already at the age of 14 or 15 for their pocket 
money. To them, 5 EUR is as big amount of money as 100 BAM is for us.”  

(Focus group in Banja Luka) 

• Economic uncertainty leads to a lack of solidarity 

In the focus group discussion in Sarajevo, participants who were former detainees and war 
veterans pointed out that organisations advocating for the rights of these groups, irrespective 
of the ethnic background or the party for which they fought in the war, foster a high degree of 
solidarity and understanding. Furthermore, they argued that the level of solidarity across these 
groups would have been even higher had their socio-economic status been resolved.  
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A former detainee: “The focus should not be on the young, but on the war 
survivors. Let them have social security as a form of satisfaction for what 
they have been through. As it currently stands, I’ll have to obtain a 
certificate from those who have beaten me in the concentration camp. The 
Serbs who were detained in Sarajevo are facing the very same problem. I 
looked through the gun barrel at people who were once my schoolmates. 
But, as soon as the war was over, we sat down and talked.” 

(Focus group in Sarajevo) 

Participants in Srebrenica raised the current inappropriate recruitment policy at the municipal 
level, which discriminates against Srebrenica residents while providing job opportunities to 
people from neighbouring communities: 

A youth activist: “It does not matter who lives where, but about 70% of 
people working here are from other places. People from Bratunac are 
instructed to get registered in Srebrenica, because they will get jobs there.” 

(Focus group in Srebrenica) 

During the public event in Srebrenica we witnessed a kind of conflict exists there which is 
characterised not by ethno-political divides but by class or social status. The statement of a 
public administration officer (who was a Serb) that all people in Srebrenica have a tough time, 
including him, provoked a reaction from an unemployed, middle-aged man (who was a 
Bosniak), who criticised him for such as statement, arguing that he was “obviously well taken 
care of, as he was building an apartment in Belgrade.” The conflict was resolved with a 
handshake. This conflict, at least in the way it developed during the public event, was not 
ethnic or political but rather socio-economic.  

• Spending of public resources 

Focus group discussions and public events have confirmed the clear popular preference in 
favour of spending on reconciliation activities indicated in the 2013 survey. Then, as many as 
89% of respondents noted that public funds should be spent on educational programmes 
aimed at helping the young to overcome negative stereotypes and ponder over common 
interests of all citizens. This was not disputed at all in our discussions, and we only obtained 
various illustrations and examples to support this.  

Participants in Stolac pointed out that the allocation of public resources in this local 
community is a matter of the personal choice of the mayor.. Although everything is posted 
online – the budget and the budgetary users – the allocation of public resources is 
administered by the mayor in consultation with other political actors. In doing so, they mainly 
apply ethnic and political criteria, while resources for the initiatives aimed at overcoming 
ethnic divisions are almost non-existent.  

A middle-aged man: “We have the mayor, who is directly elected by 
citizens. The entire budget is very transparent and posted on-line, all the 
segments thereof. … but everything is under control of the mayor, and then 
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of the Municipal Council … there is education … here, one school, the other 
school… this much for HKDU, this much for HGDL and in the end, there is 
nothing left for either B, G or L … and they claim that they have distributed 
all the funds. … So, reconciliation exists only in the room. There is no 
reconciliation. Reconciliation does not suit anyone, neither Inzko nor 
others.“ 

(Focus group in Stolac) 

In Srebrenica, Bihać and partly in Mostar, participants of focus groups and public events 
spoke very positively about social and cultural programmes aimed at bringing people together 
and breaking stereotypes and prejudice. Representatives of local authorities in Srebrenica and 
Bihać took very seriously the results of the survey and discussions concerning the spending of 
public resources.  

Participants in Banja Luka emphasised as being very important the informal education 
programmes, in particular those aimed at the young, as well as study visits to different parts of 
BiH. They suggested that such activities should be regularly funded from the budget.  

A volunteer: “Education and informal education, in all segments of society. 
The informal education should be made more informal, to allow people to 
travel and meet other people.”  

An NGO activist: “Once we announced a call for study trip to Sarajevo, we 
received 17 applications from young students from Banja Luka who have 
never been to Sarajevo.” 

(Focus group in Banja Luka) 

There was somewhat more controversy about spending public money on visits to memorial 
centres. During the focus group discussion in Trebinje, participants pointed out that they do 
not see the point of these visits. The results of the 2013 study indicated that citizens of 
Trebinje were the least supportive of such visits of all 13 local communities (35%), closely 
followed by Teslić (43%). Participants in the focus group in Trebinje deemed these visits to 
memorial centres to be problematic because they are unilateral (each ethnic group visits “its 
own” memorials), highlighting the importance of what is being told during those visits and 
how the victims are being interpreted. Also, they noted, the recent war did not have a victor: 

A middle-aged man: “We have an education system, which we inherited 
from the former Yugoslavia. We all know about Sutjeska and where it is. 
That has nothing to do with this. In the past war we had a victor, whereas in 
the most recent one we didn’t. We have only partial victors, in some parts of 
the territory. All the politicians, all the options are proclaiming their own 
victory.”  

(Focus group in Trebinje) 
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5. Inter-ethnic relations 
§ The importance of local context for understanding attitudes 

During the qualitative phase of the research and interviews with citizens, we tried to avoid 
generalisations, meta-narratives and commonplace interpretations and to steer the discussion 
towards the local level in order to discern the specificities, differences and similarities in 
interpreting the key findings from the research we conducted in 2013. The possibility for 
direct conversation and active participation in the discussion created room for numerous 
unforeseen interpretations and experiences of people from the 13 communities across BiH. 
The local context is also strongly defined by:  

• the specific wartime experience of the local community 
• the success or failure of the return of refugees and displaced persons 
• the dominant ethno-political structure or interest transferred from the BiH level 

to the local community, or vice versa 
• the dominance of the ethnic structure within the local community 
• the administrative organisation and perception of access to public services and 

resources 
• access to local media and the way the media report on local events 
• the organisation of the education system, etc.  

• Homogeneous communities (Teslić, Bihać, Banja Luka, Trebinje) 

There are no completely homogeneous communities in BiH inhabited exclusively by 
members of a single ethnic group. There are, however, communities where the dominant or 
numerical majority is made up of members of a single ethnic group.  

In communities such as Teslić, Trebinje and Bihać, participants in the focus group and public 
discussion believed that the topic of reconciliation is not important enough to discuss as 
applying at a local level, and that trust building is a long-term process often dependent on 
individual relations. However, in these communities, and especially in Bihać and Teslić, the 
participants had various explanations of their attitudes. A generalised apathy was noticeable in 
Teslić, as well as a lack of interest in these topics and the absence of sensitivity for a more 
proactive attitude and for discussion about relations with others. During the focus group 
discussions, young people pointed out their positive experiences in socialising and 
cooperating with their peers from Tešanj, but even that cooperation was subject to certain 
limitations (the distance between these two towns, the concerns and warnings from parents, 
the general political climate). In Trebinje, they believed their local community has done much 
in an effort to complete the reconciliation process and to have Bosniaks and Croats who left 
Trebinje during the war come back. This is the only community where focus group 
participants used the term ‘enemy’ to describe, albeit in a historical context, the relations 
between the different communities: 
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An older woman: “I would tell my children that there was a war. And I 
would tell them that Croats and Muslims had been enemies of Serbs through 
the history, but Croats and Bosniaks can say the same thing about Serbs. But 
I wouldn’t say, here is where someone ripped out someone else’s arm. There 
is animosity, but it should not be an obstacle between us.” 

(Focus group in Trebinje) 

At both the focus group and public discussion in Banja Luka, we talked with representatives 
of different social, ethnic, religious, educational and age groups. This diversity helps to 
explain why there was a generally positive attitude towards reconciliation, its importance for 
the local community, as well as a positive perception of minorities and others. The statement 
of a young participant in the focus group is illustrative in this respect:  

A young woman: “As a young person, I can see that we all have similar 
ways of thinking. A lot of young people did not vote, 50 per cent did not 
have their say, and we are tied down by history. My father is disabled, he 
was wounded in the war, I know what he and my family went through. I do 
not condemn nations, but individuals. If one priest says in his church, you go 
invest into building your house, and another one says, go help your 
neighbour, everyone goes to see this other one, which is a sign that there is 
something religious and spiritual there. The point is that we should take 
matters into our own hands, but we are passive, and we don’t want to take 
the initiative, which is so Balkan. We are all the same, I have friends that I 
visit for Eid and other holidays... I see a better future.” 

(Focus group in Banja Luka)  

• Divided communities (Mostar, Stolac, Brčko) 

Among the 13 local communities, Mostar and Stolac were perceived as communities 
inhabited by members of two ethnic groups of approximately equal size and political power 
(members of the Croat community are slightly more numerous in both Mostar and Stolac). 
Divisions in these local communities are institutionalised along ethnic, religious, and political 
lines, and in Mostar partly also along physical lines of demarcation. Parallel education 
systems, two schools under one roof, are the model used by the political powers to reproduce 
and to keep exploiting divisions. In these communities, ethnic and political affiliation 
determine access to public resources, which is particularly characteristic of Stolac where, 
according to the respondents, initiatives to promote togetherness and joint action almost never 
receive support from the local political authorities.  

Despite the fact that ethnic quotas are important for the political process and for political 
representation in Brčko, in this local community (proudly described as an ‘ideal 
organisational model for BiH’ by its residents) it turned out that disrupted interpersonal 
relations (caused by war) can be improved and that trust can be built through good 
institutional cooperation. Experience from discussions in the Brčko District indicate an 
enviable level of mutual cooperation among all three religious communities (whose 
representatives demonstrated as much by their attendance and constructive statements during 
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the public event) and cultural societies – Preporod, Napredak, and Prosvjeta. In addition to 
this experience, in relation to Brčko, it is also important to note the relatively good economic 
situation when compared to the other communities included in the research, with the other 
exception of Sarajevo. What both the young and the old complained about in Brčko is the lack 
of continuous cultural content that is not a one-off event. The situation in Livno was similar in 
that representatives of the three traditional religious communities exhibited a high degree of 
harmony, insisting that the “three of them were brothers”.  

• Communities divided externally (Srebrenica) 

The case of Srebrenica is indicative in this respect, given that it has been branded a victim, 
and given the economic perspective and current ethnic composition – Bosniaks and Serbs live 
in equally difficult conditions in this community and similarly participate in the political life 
of the community. The perception of Srebrenica – and, as we were told during the focus group 
and public discussion, media representations of this community – create an image of an 
institutionally divided town with two ethnic communities living next to each other. 

A young man, Bosniak: “We are represented here in Srebrenica as if the war 
was still going on, as if we were walking around with guns. People say how 
they are from Srebrenica, but I only see them on 11 July. The biggest 
problem here is the media pomp. A Serb child throws a firecracker into a 
Bosniak yard or the other way around and immediately it’s a problem.” 

... 

A pensioner, living outside of town: “I would turn off the televisions and 
telephones with Sarajevo and Banja Luka, and then all the problems would 
go away.”  

(Focus group in Srebrenica) 

The focus group and public discussion indicated that there is a living social dynamic in 
Srebrenica and that, despite political tensions (most prominent around elections, and projected 
from Sarajevo and Banja Luka), people from this local community, both old and young, have 
joint cultural, activist and educational activities.  

Srebrenica is mentioned in public discourse exclusively from the perspective of victimhood. 
On the one hand, this is of course part of the narrative of the Bosniak political elites (during 
the focus group we were told that Srebrenica is most discussed during the commemoration for 
the victims of the genocide on 11 July, while economic problems and positive stories from 
this community are mostly ignored). On the other hand, the dominant political discourse in 
Republika Srpska, influenced by the ruling party (the Union of Independent Social 
Democrats, SNSD), denies the genocide and relativises it by invoking crimes committed 
against the Serb civilian population.  

During discussions with citizens, we saw a different pattern of relations – where a Bosniak 
pensioner and a young Serb man spoke with a high degree of respect about victims and 
casualties on the other side during the past war: 
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A pensioner: “Three of my brothers were killed and [so was] my son. And I 
still talk with Serbs. I work with them. I believe in individual guilt. I am for 
action, let’s build a road. I am completely reconciled with them.” 

...  

A young man: “I run an organisation of families of missing persons and we 
commemorate casualties. I have no reason to insult anyone. Serb officials 
came to Potočari, no foreign politician ever came to the sites of execution of 
Serbs, why? Then it would be known that everyone is guilty, some more, 
some less. We were all victims. Never mind the numbers. His son is most 
important for him as a Bosniak, and my father is most important for me as a 
Serb. If we could find equivalence there, that would be important. It’s all 
political, if it’s important for Inzko to come to Potočari, he will come, and if 
it isn’t, he won’t. Officials should respect every victim. To me, my father is 
the most important victim.”  

(Focus group in Srebrenica) 

• Cities with prevalent diversity (Jajce, Bihać, Bijeljina, Sarajevo, Tuzla)   

The findings and experiences from the qualitative phase of our research indicate that the city 
of Bijeljina offers a positive example of the trust-building process. Our stay in the city, 
partnership with local non-governmental organisations, the responsiveness of local authorities 
and the full support we were given, as well as discussions with citizens, including returnees, 
lead us to this conclusion. The successful return of Bosniaks to Janja near Bijeljina, their 
integration into the social, economic and institutional system of Bijeljina, reconstructed 
religious buildings, including the main mosque in the town square, the relative absence of 
inter-ethnic tensions and incidents are just some of the illustrative examples that lead us to 
this conclusion. Additionally, the attitudes expressed by young people during the focus group 
in this town and their understanding of reconciliation and trust, as well as the experience and 
mutually expressed solidarity between the displaced Serbs now living in Bijeljina and former 
camp prisoners who have returned to Bijeljina, reinforce the image of Bijeljina as a model for 
good relationships between people. Experiences shared at the public discussion held at the 
Bijeljina Town Hall, which saw a large turnout, underlined, in the words of participants, that 
building relationships between people has to be done in parallel with providing concrete 
solutions to the problems of citizens.  

As opposed to communities where there are still cafés frequented (exclusively, but not 
necessarily) by members of a single ethnic group (Srebrenica, Stolac, Mostar), there are also 
places (Sarajevo, Bijeljina) where members of the ethnic group which is in relative terms a 
minority own cafés that are popular and located in the centre of the local community. 	  

The mentality prevalent in places such as Tuzla and Bihać makes the citizens of these local 
communities considerably more sensitive to diversity and it was in these places that we found 
very positive examples of solidarity and cooperation. The citizens of Jajce, especially young 
people, told us about a growing trend of inter-ethnic socialising, going out, attending a mixed 
school, which considerably contributes to relaxing relations between people.  
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• Regional implications 

When selecting the sample (of local communities) for the 2013 survey of the attitudes of local 
citizens, we took care to equally represent communities located near the border with 
neighbouring countries, primarily Serbia and Croatia. Our assumption was, and experience 
confirms this, that people from these communities gravitate towards neighbouring countries 
and that this leads to more intensive social interaction spreading beyond the borders of BiH. 
This was the case with Bijeljina and Serbia, as well as Bihać and Croatia and Trebinje and 
Montenegro. The reasons for this interaction are not purely ethnic or political, but diverse 
(economic, educational, tourism-driven, cultural, etc.).  

We heard an interesting observation from a focus group participant in Trebinje: 

An older man: “Only 7 to 8 years ago, people were afraid to come here from 
Herceg Novi, Dubrovnik. Now on market days, the outdoor market is full of 
people, and licence plates. Truth be told, people from Trebinje did have 
problems in Dubrovnik. But listen, people from Trebinje would never have 
problems in Dubrovnik, these were always good relations, only now it’s just 
usurers who stayed down there and foreigners. Recently, my best man, an 
academic painter, who never had anything to do with this war, took his 
paintings to sell in Dubrovnik to one woman. And her husband turns the 
painting around and sees a note in Cyrillic, he got so upset he shut the 
gallery, because poor fellow was the president of the veterans association 
down there and then this happens to him. Here’s another situation, when 
people go to the seaside, nothing bad ever happened to anyone. People just 
need to be quiet, because your accent betrays where you’re from. I tell them, 
if you’re going to go down to the seaside, wear a Davor Šuker jersey and 
keep quiet. It’s cheaper than going over to Montenegro.”  

(Focus group in Trebinje) 

6. War experience 

Our survey research in 2013 showed that war veterans and disabled war veterans were most 
prepared for reconciliation and that there were joint initiatives among this population and 
cooperation aimed at achieving recognition and improving their socio-economic position. In 
the field, during discussions in the focus group in Sarajevo, this was confirmed by participants 
who spoke about these initiatives. A former camp prisoner, explaining the importance of 
involvement in reconciliation projects after years of feeling ignored:  

“I was 17 years old when they killed my father, they took me out for 
execution three times, beat me with batons. Who asked me anything. My 
project was to mark the site of suffering in the Aerodromsko residential 
district. A third of those killed were Serbs and Croats - who killed them?” 

(Focus group in Sarajevo) 
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Commenting on the research findings during the public discussion in Sarajevo, Adnan 
Hasanbegović from the Centre for Nonviolent Action pointed out that the research painted an 
optimistic picture – that people were ready for reconciliation – but that the question of why 
this is not happening the way everyone would wish and with the right outcomes remains 
unanswered. He pointed out that “real reconciliation is difficult because it opens up painful 
questions and topics.” This is the main challenge for further research on this subject, because 
there are taboo topics, those key points of disagreement where people show a fear of 
reconciliation. How to deal with the lack of justice, how do people react when faced with 
difficult questions, and the legacy of the violence from the 1990s. These were the sorts of 
open questions that people discussed in the focus groups:  

Female 1: “I’d just given birth to Hana, they stop me with the baby in my 
arms. They ask me, where are you going, Balinkura. Let me see, if it’s a boy 
we’ll throw him in the Neretva river. I say, it’s a girl, they say, leave her if 
it’s a girl, she might be good for one of ours one day. I kept telling my Hana 
that story. When I go to Čapljina and I walk by that place, my stomach 
flips.” 

Female 2: “I don’t like going to Čapljina, I hate that town. They put a gun to 
the head of a two-year-old child and asked, where’s your daddy. A child of 
two years lied. He says, they took daddy to the camp. They ask, which one? 
You can’t believe it. And you come here telling me to trust that person.”  

Female 1: “There are so many triggers in our lives that remind us of this 
process. I can tell you a wonderful story about how I was saved by a Croat, a 
black shirt, for no reason. But we haven’t processed these events, these are 
personal experiences.” 

(Focus group in Stolac) 

A former camp prisoner: “Is anyone in Sarajevo sorry that so many Serbs 
left Sarajevo? I am fighting with paradigms, and what about my life? How 
do you prove who beat you, how do you prove that someone was raped? 
There are people who committed crimes, never got punished, I see them 
every day. We talk about this every day, with so many people. But life goes 
on, and I have bills to pay. Nobody asks me how I’m going to pay them.” 

(Focus group in Sarajevo) 

• Intensity of conflict in local communities 

In communities that underwent intense conflicts, there is a greater number of initiatives on the 
institutional level and more receptiveness about the need for reconciliation. This is 
demonstrated by the example of Brčko, Sarajevo, Tuzla, Bihać, Srebrenica, Mostar, and even 
Stolac. In communities such as Brčko, Stolac, Mostar, Sarajevo, there is a large number of 
associations of veterans, disabled veterans, former camp prisoners financed from the local 
budget.  
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The social dynamics at the individual level in these meetings indicates that there is mutual 
respect and acknowledgement for the victims of the other (as seen in the example given of the 
young men from Srebrenica, and in stories from Bijeljina, Bihać), and a tendency on all sides 
to seek the truth, based on facts, but also taking into account all those who were victims in the 
past war:  
 

An older man: “You know what a friend of mine of a different nationality 
told me. He said, I would never sit down for coffee with you if you hadn’t 
carried a gun. I ask him why? Everyone for his people. I like to sit down 
with you because you fought for your people, like he did for his. I am freer 
here in Trebinje than in my own town.”  

(Focus group in Trebinje) 

• Trapped in the past 

The participants in the discussions expressed a tendency in favour determining 
facts about the past. However, there are individuals who believe that this is 
impossible and that invoking the remote past leads to ‘trapping’ any possibility of 
finding a solution and a basis for constructive dialogue:  

A male: “History is a double-edged sword, and we have gone through 
everything from the Stone Age to the First World War, we learn nothing 
from history. We keep repeating it. What was the cause for that conflict, that 
it wasn’t that year, but something that happened hundreds of years ago.” 

(Focus group in Jajce) 

A Serbian language teacher: “It is important to get the facts straight. I am not 
the sort of person who leaves problems to the side. History shows us that 
what doesn’t get resolved comes back like a boomerang. There are facts that 
I might take personally (“oh, one of mine did that”), but they are facts. I 
think it is very important to get the historical facts straight. Maybe it was 
because of unresolved things from the past that this happened to us, so we 
have to start from way back. And it doesn’t matter whether I like it or not.”  

(Focus group in Brčko) 

The importance of positive stories, emotions and personal experience:  

A Serbian language teacher: “I think it’s all upside-down. I had a D in logic 
in secondary school. Nothing is ever logical for me. I always think with my 
heart, and that is perhaps the religious part of me. We came here with open 
hearts and to speak our minds, and there are differences. I don’t think you 
can ever determine who is guilty, and prove it. Who can decide about 
someone’s guilt. That’s where we come to the individual. My grandfather 
told me how he was being marched off to Jasenovac, and they stopped at a 
Muslim village. And there a friend of his, a Muslim, told him he would start 
shooting at the column in one spot, and he should run to the other side. They 
met secretly during the war and helped each other with food. My grandfather 
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prayed every morning in front of the icon at the church, but he also gave 
alms at the mosque. My father told me the Serb epics, and my grandfather 
told me how people used to live together.” 

(Focus group in Brčko) 

An older man: “Here is my example. The family that suffered most by the 
Neretva river was the family of my grandmother. The Ustashas killed them 
all. And then my mother let both her daughters marry Croats after the war. 
But let me tell you, we never much talked about religion, but I think it’s 
important in life. And you see, my grandmother let both her daughters marry 
Croats. And it all functioned perfectly, until this war...” 

A young woman: It all depends on what sort of person you are, and not on 
whether you’re Serb or Croat or Muslim. Because when you have crude 
people, it makes no difference what they are... Right? When you are decent 
and courteous, you won’t have any problems anywhere.” 

(Focus group in Trebinje) 

 

7. Education 
• Generally about the education system (legal framework, school system) 

The participants believed that education was extremely important for mutual understanding 
and trust, but that the politically influenced education system in BiH was inadequate, 
dysfunctional and expensive, with curricula that advocate mutually exclusive narratives:  

An older woman: “Education is important for a genuinely democratic 
society. Our people like saying how they’re all for democracy, Bologna, 
but they have no idea what it entails, so then they vote against that same 
Bologna. We accepted democracy like that, without knowing what it really 
meant, all the positive and negative things that Bologna brings.” 

(Focus group in Tuzla) 

• The problem of divided schools 

The problem of divided schools based on ethnic segregation of young people is still present in 
parts of the Herzegovina-Neretva and Central Bosnia Cantons (despite the judgement of the 
Supreme Court of the Federation of BiH that such practices are unacceptable). Apart from 
Mostar and Stolac, which were included in our research, this model also exists or has existed 
in Prozor, Čapljina, Gornji Vakuf, while elements of segregation (along similar ethnic 
principles) can also be found in individual schools in Jajce, the Brčko District, Orašje, etc.  

The respondents in the research confirmed that the problem of divided schools is most 
prominent in Mostar, and especially in Stolac. The statement of a participant in the Stolac 
focus group is illustrative in this respect:  
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An NGO activist: “Here, I’ll give you one example. My husband and me, we 
work with our kids all the time. We’re constantly talking about unity, 
togetherness. I’m in the non-governmental sector. However, kids don’t just 
get information at home, they also get them from outside. In school, from 
friends, from their environment. We were watching something about two 
schools under one roof. And I said how I think it should be abolished and 
there should be one school for all the children. So my own kids say to me, 
what do you mean all the children. I say, just one school for the Serbs and 
the Croats and the Bosniaks. So you all go to school together, and you have 
mixed classes. And they tell me they wouldn’t like that. I was dumbfounded, 
we work with them so much, but the community shapes their attitudes. 
They’re already formed as personalities that have gotten used to that system. 
It’s not that they think of the children going to the other school as enemies, 
more as rivals.”  

(Focus group in Stolac) 

Divided schools also used to be a problem in Jajce, but the young people at our events in the 
town – they were the dominant element in the focus group and the public discussion – 
confirmed how the mixed school was growing in popularity among them and how they hang 
out together every day. This problem, as we heard in discussions with citizens, has also been 
overcome in Srebrenica and in the Brčko District. In Teslić, on the other hand, the problem 
was that there was no regular secondary school (it is called a mixed vocational school, but 
only in terms of subjects taught, not in terms of ethnicity).  

• The education system as a problem and significant impediment to reconciliation 

In more than half the discussions we had in the 13 local communities, the participants singled 
out the education system as the main obstacle and problem when it comes to encouraging 
reconciliation and trust-building processes. Focus group participants were somewhat more 
critical of the education system the participants in the public events were.  

Individual participants pointed out that the quality of education was problematic.  

A retired teacher: “I want to say that here in RS, I don’t know what it’s like 
in the Federation, they abolished everything that could spiritually enrich 
the pupil: sociology, philosophy, histories are nationalised, created 
recently. We have no contents about BiH, its formation. We have 
everything that leads to divisions, nothing that would bring us closer 
together, make us communicate.” 

(Focus group in Banja Luka) 

It is interesting that the focus group and public event participants in Srebrenica pointed out 
that the local level education system is not problematic because it is based on the principles of 
equality, understanding and mutual support. Schools are mixed, which brings young people 
into situations of cooperation and interaction.  
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In Bijeljina, due to the significant involvement of the RS Helsinki Committee for Human 
Rights in this field, there was more talk about the need for a systemic reform of the education 
system in BiH, which was considered a key aspect of the reconciliation process.  

Aleksandra Letić, RS Helsinki Committee for Human Rights: “Through our 
activities, we devote a lot of attention to education. Dealing with the past is 
an important topic, but little is done about it. There is no institutional 
approach to this problem. The education system does not respond adequately 
to the need for us to deal with the events from the early 1990s. These are 
difficult topics. Bijeljina is not much different from other communities, we 
also lack an institutional approach to trust-building here.” 

(Public event in Bijeljina) 
	  

• The role of schoolteachers  

In the 2013 survey, schoolteachers, in addition to persons who support the interests of all 
citizens in BiH, were considered key stakeholders who should be involved in the 
reconciliation process given their great potential. Affirming this, but giving additional 
interpretations during the discussions in the 13 local communities, participants noted:  

• Sometimes too much is expected of teachers, even taking over parts of parental 
responsibility, as can be seen from the following statements:  

A young woman: “Today, no one takes care of children. This is inherited 
from communism. Parents want to be unburdened. This can also be 
interpreted as a kind of transfer of parental responsibility to the school and 
the teachers.” 

(Focus group in Teslić) 

A Bosnian language teacher: “Teachers have the most opportunity, both to 
manipulate and to exercise positive influence. We spend a lot of time with 
children, when parents leave their children in our care and don’t have time to 
deal with them. And it is rare when they come for parent-teacher 
conferences, and they show no interest – they say, we can’t do anything, you 
do it, dear teachers. Also, there is no understanding for our situation, we 
educators are marginalised. But as people who spend a lot of time with 
youth, our role is important.” 

(Focus group in Brčko) 

• Teachers are expected to teach curricula imposed by the system, but also to set an 
example so as to supplement the rigidity conditioned by the ethno-national perspective 
dominant in the curriculum;   

A retired teacher: “When it comes to education, I would say it is the basis for 
everything, but then there is the question of curricula. They are not designed 
by educators, but instead by politicians. Curricula are therefore void of 
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spiritual enrichment. Teachers are expected to be moral role models and to 
transfer their world views to the children.” 

(Focus group in Banja Luka) 

A teacher: “It is the teachers’ responsibility. In our schools, the worst 
sanction is for insults based on nationality, and the sanction for such an 
offence is expulsion from school. We haven’t had a case like that, everyone 
is tolerant, and as a teacher, I always point out that we are all equal, we are 
all the same. That is my approach, and also of my colleagues, not to make 
differences between them. You can go to the school right now and ask about 
me, as to whether I divide people into Serbs and Muslims. The local 
politicians call me a nationalist, but that’s not true.” 

(Focus group in Srebrenica) 

• Teachers are expected to be the drivers of the reconciliation and trust-building process, 
and examples from Brčko (teachers of different religions working together in the 
secondary school and socialising outside school) and Srebrenica show that this role 
can be successful:  

A Bosnian language teacher: “We are the best indicator, as we socialise, and 
we belong to different ethnic or religious groups. We cooperate and work 
together, and we are honest with each other. We don’t live under the 
delusion that we will bring our views closer together, we come from 
different groups. Someone might be a positive personality for some people, 
and a negative personality for others. But we accept differences and respect 
them.” 

(Focus group in Brčko)  

There were also different opinions. In some communities it was pointed out that teachers are 
not as important for the reconciliation process as families are (this was noted in focus groups 
in Bijeljina and Trebinje). In Teslić and Banja Luka, the participants pointed out how the 
image of the teacher has changed, while in Brčko, a teacher talked about the poor social status 
of teachers and their marginalised position. At the focus groups in Sarajevo and Mostar, some 
participants pointed out how it is difficult for teachers to work against the system and 
expressed less confidence about their potential for that reason.  

A male: “I think teachers are important, but what can they do. They have to 
stick to the curriculum and lesson plan. There are few people here who are 
prepared to act as individuals. It’s easier to act in groups. That is why we 
don’t have any real intellectuals. It’s easy to prance around and say, I’m an 
intellectual, everyone does this today, but we don’t actually have any.” 

(Focus group in Mostar) 
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• Curricula 

Opinions were divided among the respondents about the national group of subjects – some 
emphasised the right to language, history, literature, but the dominant side was the one that 
considered this type of division a problem or obstacle for trust-building.  

The problem was considered to be worst in Mostar and Stolac, the two communities where 
the segregation model of education is still in force. In Livno, it was pointed out that national 
groups of subjects and religious instruction divide people, and in Jajce discussants presented 
the teaching of history as the most problematic subject. 

According to the respondents, more subjects geared at minorities are needed, as well as those 
that would critically assess the past and the war in BiH (Sarajevo). Also, curricula are 
deficient in values and lack more universality and morality (Banja Luka), as well as extra-
curricular activities, such as field trips, networking, exchange programmes. There is an 
interesting example of an exchange programme between Orašje and Bijeljina. Having talked 
with people from Orašje and Šamac, and then people in Bijeljina, experiences were related to 
the effect that young people from Orašje were very apprehensive about going to Bijeljina, but 
after some time spent in the city, they were more than satisfied with the excursions, because 
they got to know a new and interesting place and made new friends. On the other hand, young 
people from Bijeljina were always receptive to these initiatives and many of them signed up, 
thus demonstrating great openness and readiness to meet young people from other cities.  

The question of the language used in teaching was the cause of disagreement only in Jajce, 
during the public discussion. Some argued for making a distinction between Bosnian and 
Croatian, while others said that differentiating these languages, since they are the same 
language, was pointless.  

• Religious instruction in schools 

Opinion about the provision of religious instruction within the formal education system was 
divided. Those who considered religious instruction problematic introduced it thus:  
 

An older man: “One of the first lessons in religious instruction class is that 
the children of Adam and Eve, that one brother killed the other... and when 
you start from that, that the first lesson is about fratricide, and everything is 
made so banal, because we don’t have an answer even to the first lessons in 
religion, then how should we answer why Mostar is divided today, when we 
teach our children in this way.”  

(Focus group in Mostar) 

... and can present much more than the problem of physically dividing the children:  

A teacher: “I have been working in a primary school for a long time, with 
children aged 10 to 14, and they have already divided them into groups, 
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religious culture and Islamic religious instruction. I would agree with 
working on religious culture, history of religion, and working on 
reconciliation within that subject. But doing religion and dividing children in 
the school, that I can’t agree with. I am religious myself, I respect religion, 
but religion has no place in school. Precisely because of this division into 
groups, those who are religious and those who aren’t.” 

(Focus group in Tuzla) 
 
A Bosnian language teacher: “When we do religious instruction in schools, 
we divide children into three sheep pens, and I am not saying that they will 
be told bad things about the others, or that there will be direct negative talk 
about the others, but there is something there.” 

(Focus group in Brčko) 

Religious instruction divides, it requires pupils to make a choice, but many are unable to do 
so:  
 

A female: “How is a child from a mixed marriage, an atheist, when they 
come to school, how can they go to religious instruction class.” 

(Focus group in Stolac) 

It is interesting that the discrimination caused by physically dividing children for religious 
instruction classes and exclusive teachings was more frequently discussed by those who find 
themselves in the minority group. Statements from the Banja Luka focus group illustrate this 
point:  

A young woman: “Let me go back to education, we need to have some joint 
subjects, culture of religion, that’s important. I am a Bosniak, I lived in 
Zagreb and I went to Catholic religious instruction classes. You’re always 
somehow singled out.” 

... 

A young man: “At one point, I was the only one who did not go to either 
religious instruction class. Both the imam and the priest were fighting over 
me, yelling at me to accept either one or the other. Because I couldn’t be an 
atheist, I stick out. I mean, we celebrate holidays, we socialise... But it was 
an ontological problem for me, how did God come to be.” 

(Focus group in Banja Luka)  

At a number of events (Brčko, Tuzla, Jajce, Bihać), religious instruction teachers also 
participated in the discussion and spoke affirmatively about this topic, but also from their own 
experience, saying that divisions were actually a form of freedom:  
 

A religious education teacher: “My colleague and I work on reconciliation, 
and when I came we had a lot of problems. But we persisted and took the 
children to see each other. Today, we have the most problems with those 
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who aren’t anywhere. I mean those who oppose religious instruction in the 
school. It is difficult to shape children through religious instruction and to 
instil emotions, or induce some ideological positions. Children are divided 
for that class, but I don’t think it’s anything bad for everyone to be who they 
are, and to be free do be what they want to be. We are divided, but I support 
that, because these are freedoms.” 

(Focus group in Brčko) 
 

A female: “I have worked with religious instruction teachers. We have a lot 
of prejudice when we talk about religious instruction, but in most cases there 
are positive examples where these teachers get the best out of the children.”  

(Focus group in Sarajevo) 

At the Tuzla focus group, during the discussion about religious instruction, the participants 
pointed out how one part of the problem was the excessive influence of religious communities 
on the choice of topics and contents and teachers. The fact that religious instruction is 
provided in secular institutions, in schools, and that it is financed with public funds, is an 
additional problem, especially because the teaching of the curricula is not adequately 
controlled.  

At the public event in Sarajevo, the president of the Jewish Community of BiH said that the 
authorities in BiH, when they were creating the religious instruction curriculum, asked the 
wrong people – if they had asked the Americans, religious instruction would never have 
become part of education in state schools. The system that was set up has led to segregation 
and to the problems pointed out by participants during the discussions.  
 

8. Age 
 

• NGO members and activists are most interested in the reconciliation process 

The breakdown amongst the focus group and public event participants could be taken to 
suggest that activists and members of NGOs were the most interested in topics of 
reconciliation and trust-building. In addition, they were our main partners in organising the 
local events, and they provided the most constructive assessments of the situation, problem 
analyses and solutions.  

Young people were most represented in the focus groups in Jajce, Bijeljina, Banja Luka, 
Teslić, as well as in public events in Stolac and Jajce. Interestingly, even though they were 
highly represented in the focus groups and public events, they were mainly passive and 
seldom used the opportunity to say something (Mostar, Brčko, Tuzla, Bihać). However, there 
were some situations where the youth voice was the most dominant – mainly where they were 
in majority (Jajce, Bijeljina, Teslić, Stolac), but even when in minority, their voice was 
constructive (Banja Luka, Srebrenica). 
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• The youth is the least supportive of reconciliation and trust-building processes 

As shown by the 2013 research, the youth appeared to be the least supportive of reconciliation 
and trust-building processes. When we asked the participants of the 26 public events we 
organised to interpret this result, we received different answers. 

The young are fed up with these stories. They are not interested in these stories because they 
bring no benefit to them: 

A high school student: “We do not talk much about reconciliation. The youth 
are not so active. They have a neutral attitude. They are interested in their 
own topics such as which university to apply for.” 

(Focus group in Bijeljina) 

An English teacher: “The young are not as aware of this problem as the other 
categories [of people]. As a young person, all I care about is finding a job, 
starting a family.” 

(Focus group in Brčko) 

A youth activist: “Young people have bigger problems. They have no 
prejudice, not even those who are defined as nationalists. They are not 
susceptible to a reconciliation process because they are sick and tired of all 
those stories. All they want is to find a job. They are sick of corruption. 
What bothers them is that they have to ask for a few pennies from their 
Moms to have a coffee. They have no problem with someone being named 
Muradif. They have no memory of the war. It does not hurt them.”  

(Focus group in Srebrenica) 

The young may also see themselves as already reconciled. Many local initiatives we 
witnessed, and very intensive everyday interaction among the youth, speak in favour of the 
statement that the young do not need reconciliation.  

A young man: “I was born in 1996. We, the young, live together, we go out 
together, we gather around the music. We attended classes together in the 
same school, except for national subjects. My friends did not carry guns in 
1992. They have not killed anyone.“  

 (Focus group in Jajce) 

The young are set at odds with each other, but not by their own hand – participants in our 
discussion explained that the young have not participated in the wars and are not to be blamed 
for what happened in early 1990s. They were raised in the society that has already been 
divided and their value system has been formed by such society. This was mentioned as one 
of the main reasons for the distance that young people of different ethnic background keep in 
relation to one another:  



45	  
	  

An NGO activist: “Young people have not quarrelled, they inherited this 
situation. They were born to this situation.” 

(Focus group in Sarajevo) 

A young man: “The older people grew up in Communism, Brotherhood and 
Unity. And it works. However, the post-war generations … I saw it myself. 
No one taught me of division but when I returned from the exile, I felt the 
hatred that young people have toward one another.  Those who have 
experienced the war are feeding their kids with the stories from their early 
age. They are projecting [their experiences] on them. To me, it makes no 
sense that those who had no experience of war are so intolerant. And their 
intolerance is growing.” 

(Focus group in Tuzla) 

A female: “The young grew up listening to different stories. In their 
development age, we filled them with negative energy. I work with children 
and I think it is very difficult to break the foundation upon which the 
personality of young people has been built. The young think as they are told. 
Some things can change through discussion.”  

(Focus group in Sarajevo) 

In addition to the media, which most of the participants identified as an important factor 
impacting the attitudes of the young, family was also raised as a very important environment 
for development of the value systems of young people in BiH:  

An activist: “Young people are unemployed. Since the 1990s onwards, they 
receive education at home, they are isolated and led by nationalist rhetoric.”  

(Focus group in Teslić) 

“The problem is that the young people are growing up constantly hearing 
about the war. The parents make negative comments about the Serbs, the 
Croats … children listen to their comments and form their own opinions 
based on them.” 

(Focus group in Bihać) 

A high-school student: “I remember when I was a child, two Muslim boys 
told me that we were not the same. I wondered how is that possible. We 
played football together. I went home and said to my Mom that we were not 
all the same, and she told me, if that is what they have told you, then you 
should believe them. Only now I understand the weight of those words. A 7-
year old boy does not know the meaning of a phrase ‘we are not the same’.” 

(Focus group in Bijeljina) 

Speaking about the consequences of socialising within a divided society, the participants 
pointed out that the youth in BiH today are alienated: 
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A female: “Everything is reduced today. There is no socialising, no activity. 
The youth are disconnected. They are on Facebook and they chat via 
computer with a colleague across the street. There is a high level of 
alienation. The more sophisticated they are, the more alienated they become. 
Even the time spent in school is not quality time.”  

(Focus group in Teslić) 

... frustrated and passive:  

An unemployed girl: “Young people are frustrated. They lost faith that 
things can be changed. There is nothing to look forward to. And they are 
passive. We recently had elections and many people decided not to vote 
because they did not see the point in doing so. Also, there were many invalid 
ballots.”  

(Focus group in Brčko) 

... they are unaware of the national question: 

A girl: “Perhaps, they are not quite aware of it. The national discourse occurs 
only when they start to vote and take more interest in politics.”  

(Focus group in Jajce) 

The discussions in these 13 local communities underlined that in each of these communities 
there are different initiatives aimed at motivating young people and bringing them together, 
thus contributing to inter-ethnic cooperation and understanding. Some of these initiatives 
include cultural cooperation, as between Teslić and Tešanj, implemented through the 
activities of amateur theatre, similarly a brass band in Stolac, and in Srebrenica the 
Association ‘Prijatelji Srebrenice’ [Friends of Srebrenica], which encourages young people 
and helps them to start their own businesses.  

 

9. The position and role of women 

During focus group discussions and public events, we spoke intensively about the role of 
women in the reconciliation process, the importance of which was also recognized during the 
2013 survey. We witnessed a diversity of perspectives, perceptions, experiences and 
discourses about women and their role. As our experience in organising the events and 
comments and interpretations of the participants demonstrated, women are very important 
players in reconciliation work and they are involved in various areas of activities. Some 
believe that they are the key players in the private sphere (family), while others mention the 
NGO sector as a field in which they have left a significant mark. Some suggested that women 
should be more involved in politics because of the sensibility they demonstrate towards other 
people.  



47	  
	  

 

• Women are the key players in the NGO sector 

The experience of organising focus group discussions and public events in 13 local 
communities gives helpful indicators of the very important and indispensible role of women 
in the NGO sector and in their respective local communities. In as many as 11 out of the 13 
local communities, women were our main contacts and partners in organising the public 
events. All demonstrated exceptional professionalism, dedication and openness, and the high 
reputation they enjoy in their local communities was clear. Among the women we worked 
with, four were heads of organisations dealing with women’s emancipation and with the 
promotion of an active role for women in social and political life. The other four are very 
active in the NGO sector. We also had one university professor, a student and a journalist.  

• Women were also very active during discussions  

In more than half of our public events, women were our main panellists who spoke about the 
experiences of their local communities in the reconciliation process (Sarajevo, Bihać, 
Bijeljina, Banja Luka, Stolac, Livno and Tuzla). Women of different ages, ethnic 
backgrounds, religious affiliation, and socio-economic status were extremely active during the 
discussions, in particular during focus group discussions. Their voice was dominant in 10 out 
of 13 focus groups, in 9 of which they were extremely constructive. On the other hand, their 
voice was somewhat less present during public events – they were dominant in only 5 public 
events, and on each of these 5 occasions they proved very constructive. This illustrates the 
dominance of women in less visible aspects of life (in focus groups, as a part of research, in 
the NGO sector, which may leave women less visible but which is not of the least 
importance), and gives illustration to the extent to which women may be somewhat more 
restrained but nevertheless very constructive in the public sphere (at public events, and 
through their participation in politics). 

• On the perception of women in politics and their role in reconciliation and trust 
building processes 

 
The dominant discourse on the role of women in reconciliation and trust building processes is 
best illustrated by statements from the focus groups and public events. An important 
conceptual issue was raised in the focus group discussion in Brčko: 

A Bosnian language teacher: “I think that women, mothers, demonstrate 
more solidarity towards one another. They perceive war as a tragic 
phenomenon to which they can lose their husbands and children, and this 
idea is what connects them. But I do not know how you perceive women, as 
organisations or individuals.”  

(Focus group in Brčko) 

Women, regardless of whether we look at them as individuals or someone who is 
active in an organisation, have a certain sensibility for reconciliation: 
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A Serbian language teacher 1: “I circled ‘women’ [in the questionnaire] 
because I believe they are more pacific. They tend to involve both their 
intellect and emotions when making decisions. If women should rule the 
world, relations would be better not only in Bosnia but also across the world. 
I did a survey with my students around the questions “would it be better if 
women ruled the world?” We had a very fierce discussion and very different 
opinions. In the end, women won.”  

(Focus group in Brčko) 

In the same focus group discussion in Brčko we encountered a slightly different answer. 
Although women were considered important, the dialogue as a process – which does not 
involve women – was considered to be more important:  

A Serbian language teacher 2: “I found interesting the fact that women are 
indispensable in the reconciliation process. I am not a feminist, but I am a 
woman. Unlike my colleague, I do not think that women are more pacific but 
indeed they are very important for reconciliation, honesty and discussion. 
We have all been through different experiences and I think it is important 
that we discuss it. Discussion is the most important thing, whether with men 
or women.” 

(Focus group in Brčko)  

Patriarchal discourse, which highlights the role of woman and their position in the 
private sphere (house), was prevalent across the meetings, seen in the following 
four statements from four different local communities:  

An older man: “Because they are mothers? Because they do not want to send 
their sons die for some fools out there. I am saying this as a father of three. 
That’s the way it is.”  

(Focus group in Stolac) 

A student: “Woman as a mother can instil things in the mind of a child from 
their birth onwards.” 

(Focus group in Teslić) 

A female: “Women have slightly more developed emotions and they act 
differently. Especially because they are housewives at home. Women should 
be more involved in the processes, because they have a different approach to 
conflict and reconciliation. Not worse, not better, just different.”  

(Focus group in Jajce) 

An older man: “Woman is very important in the reconciliation process. We, 
the men, often find ourselves in the position to acknowledge some things, 
but our male egoism prevents us from doing so. We are the servants and 
slaves of women. The pillar and backbone of the family. Husbands and sons 
are in the position to listen to a mother’s advice.”  

(Focus group in Bihać) 
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The somewhat more prominent patriarchal tome was evident in the focus group discussion in 
Trebinje, which was ethnically homogeneous and in which there was equally representation of 
men and women: 

An older woman: “This is Herzegovina... Women are against women. It is 
the way their mothers raised them.” 

An older man 1: “In the past, women were called after their husbands. She 
was Mrs Đuro, the wife of Đuro.”  

An older man 2: “What women? Everyone here knows who are the decision-
makers. What women? What does it mean, anyway?” 

(Focus group in Trebinje) 

• Women and politics/public sphere 

Patriarchal upbringing and the perception of politics as being ‘a man’s job’ were the most 
frequently mentioned reasons for the lack of greater participation of women in political life:  

A pensioner: “In my opinion, women are not sufficiently accepted at the 
institutional level. Women invest a lot of time and energy in raising children, 
and that’s where they can do a lot about reconciliation.”  

(Focus group in Sarajevo) 

A student: “We were raised in a patriarchal society. It is implied that women 
should stay home and cook. As soon as they enter the politics, they are no 
longer women.”  

(Focus group in Teslić) 

According to some participants, even when women enter politics, they tend to copy men, i.e. 
they are expected to behave as men: 

Male: “Many women who are active in politics are influenced by men. 
Željka Cvijanović is one such example.”  

(Focus group in Jajce) 

An NGO activist: “Women politicians cannot do much in public sphere 
because they are too occupied in trying to be as masculine as possible. They 
are not role models but rather statistical errors.”  

(Focus group in Sarajevo) 

A retired professor: “When woman is given a chance, she spits fire. I will 
not name her here, but one such woman did not say a single coherent thing. 
She conveyed no message. They have been manipulated. There are examples 
where men have more understanding for women than women themselves.”  

(Focus group in Banja Luka) 
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Discussion participants believe that there are areas of activites other than politics in which 
women can be successful. In the focus group discussion in Bijeljina, Svetlana Cenić was 
mentioned as a positive example, i.e. as someone who has “a realistic view of the situation 
from the perspective of a common person”, as participants noted. In Stolac, for example, 
some focus group participants recalled a woman mayor during whose term of office Stolac 
was a better place for everyone than it is today. Some participants deem that women are 
pushed forward, at any cost, to take part in political life:  

A youth activist: „Over the past couple of years it became a must. Let’s 
bring in women. It does not matter how good they are. I would vote for 
women only if they meet my criteria. I am interested in programmes, in what 
they are going to do for me, for the youth, rather then to have them as 
someone’s pawns or to do what they are told by men or their parties. I will 
not vote for women for the sake of voting for women.”  

(Focus group in Bijeljina) 

Two women in Mostar spoke of “propaganda” promoting the participation of women. There 
was also a discussion about the Gender Equality Agency: 

Male: “How many women are aware that there is the Gender Equality 
Agency in BiH. Very few.” 

Female: “And where is this Agency registered. How long does it exist?” 

Male: “10 years. It is a State Agency...” 

Female: “So much about spreading the word about it. Women do not even 
know it exists. They are deliberately keeping the things this way. Everything 
depends on how much the public is aware of its existence.” 

(Focus group in Mostar) 

10.  The media 
 
The media and their role in the reconciliation and trust building process was not included in 
the survey questionnaire of 2013. During the discussions we held with citizens in the 13 local 
communities in 2014/2015, the role of the media was seen to be very important and 
participants provided their interpretations of it in different contexts. This is illustrated by the 
following statement from Brčko: 

A foreign language teacher: “The question is who enjoys most trust in 
these processes. Don’t you think that the media are left out? Why are they 
left out? They are powerful mediators, always in the service of some of 
these groups… how can we reason with them?” 

(Focus group in Brčko) 

It is interesting that they talked about the media in general, not referring to any specific type 
(traditional versus new and on-line, or international, national, entity or local). In almost all 
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local communities, except for Jajce and Stolac, the local media closely covered our 
discussions (see Table 4).  

 

• Citizens do not believe the media or the journalists 

There was not a single focus group discussion or public event at which the participants stated 
that the media and journalists are contributing with their current practice to the trust building 
process. In as many as 8 out of the 13 focus group discussions, and at 7 public events, the 
dominant attitude of the participants was negative.  

• A young man: “For the sake of being informed, I read portals but I do not believe 
them. I do not believe the story of an American journalist getting killed in Iraq 
defending his country; what was he doing in Iraq and how was he defending his 
country. It is a lie.” 

(Focus group in Jajce) 

The reasons why citizens do not believe the media are diverse – most common are the 
media’s perceived lack of professionalism (Mostar, Tuzla, Trebinje, Livno, Jajce) and its 
sensationalism (Jajce, Sarajevo, Srebrenica), serving as an extended arm of politics (Tuzla, 
Bijeljina), generators of fear (Brčko), provoking the youth (Trebinje, Bihać)) and dividing 
their local communities (Srebrenica, Stolac). 

An elderly man: “The media are making a mess. They come and say: ‘There 
is a slaughter going on in Stolac!’; they call me and ask: are you alive? I say: 
‘Are you crazy? I have no idea what is going on, nothing is going on, how 
would I know when nothing is going on anyways…’ Stolac is very often in 
the media as a scenario town, everything you see in the media is not true.” 

(Focus group in Stolac) 

Bosnian language teacher, a woman: “When things go wrong, well just 
follow the media… Crises happen – RS secession, where are the 
mujahideens, and when fears start, we start thinking. Where will I go from 
Brčko, the bypass is not finished yet? Same thing happened during the war, 
disinformation from all sides, you don’t know where to go…” 

(Focus group in Brčko) 

An elderly man: “The media are simply looking for something that will 
explode like a bomb, for people to hear or read the news. The media also 
instigate mistrust in institutions, they interview those who have not received 
funds... The media simply overlook the essence. Especially the portals.” 

(Focus group in Jajce) 
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Only the participants of the public discussion in Stolac (mostly young people and mostly 
Bosniaks) said that the media can play a positive role and they gave the example of their 
experience and cooperation with the media.  

• The problem of media representation of certain communities 

Especially interesting was the experience from Srebrenica and Stolac, which are often used by 
the media as examples of divided communities. Focus group participants in Srebrenica, 
regardless of their ethnic belonging or status (they were primarily victims) or age, stated that 
the media from outside Srebrenica provide tendentious reporting about this local community, 
implying divisions that do not exist on a daily basis, and that they focus on big events having 
a political connotation, such as the genocide victims’ commemorations on July 11. 

There are initiatives in Srebrenica, such as the ‘Friends of Srebrenica’ Association, with its 
own radio and TV production, that cover events on a daily basis in this community, affirm 
positive stories and send them to RTV centres outside Srebrenica. We heard similar remarks 
in Stolac: local people have a problem with Stolac being taken as an example of a divided 
town marked by ethnic segregation, even though there are positive stories and initiatives (such 
as a youth group gathered around ‘Third Shift’, a brass band, a fish shop employing all 
people, not by ethnicity): the media does not cover them. An aggravating problem with media 
coverage in Stolac is that, unlike Srebrenica, it does not have its local media.  

• Citizens believe the media will change 

Speaking primarily about traditional media, citizens showed a low level of belief that the 
media will change their existing practice, and only a few of them said that the media have the 
potential to be generators of trust. Only in four focus groups (Banja Luka, Srebrenica, Jajce, 
and Bijeljina) and one public event (Stolac), did participants share any optimism on this point. 

A retired woman teacher: “Only the media. They have the greatest power. 
There are so many beautiful things happening between people, common 
people. I recently read about people in the vicinity of Rogatica celebrating 
their different customs together. There is a village nearby that nobody left 
during the war. The neighbours protected them“. 

(Focus group in Banja Luka) 

But this statement was met with reaction within the focus group: 

An elderly man: “How will the media sell such stories then?” 
(Focus group in Banja Luka) 

Although aware, even partially, that the media manipulate, young people seek salvation: 

A young woman: “It will always be best if we have this nationalist 
propaganda in the media, as it offers some hope. Young people in Bijeljina 
go from one political party to another trying to find something there for 
themselves.” 

(Focus group in Bijeljina) 
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During some focus groups, participants were radical in providing solutions for the media and 
media manipulations. 

An elderly man: “All television and telephone connections with Sarajevo and 
Banja Luka should be terminated.” 

(Focus group in Srebrenica) 

An elderly woman: “The media are horrible. The manipulate people. All TVs 
should be burned and the radio signal should be cut.” 

(Focus group in Trebinje) 

By contrast, online media and new communication platforms (whether multimedia or social 
networks) were not focussed upon so much during our talks about the reconciliation process 
and the media’s impact on attitudes of citizens. It is only recently that new media developed 
and became widely used across BiH. It is a fact that their impact is widespread and 
indisputable today, especially among youth; the task remains to analyse in the coming phases 
of the project, and within other research, their impact and potential for the creation of positive 
or negative attitudes towards reconciliation and trust building process. 

 

11.  Concluding remarks 

The research results, but also experience gained in discussions within these 13 local 
communities, show that there is a great degree of public support and understanding for the 
reconciliation and trust building process. The discussions in these local communities revealed 
knowledge resources not contained in the dominant, politicised, ethno-religious discourse. 
They also revealed that citizens have different attitudes towards the dominant ethnic-based 
ideologies and matrices, and that their local experience and personal attitudes often prevail in 
their interpretations of specific factors, as well as in their attitudes to reconciliation and trust 
building processes. 

The dynamics of discussion within focus groups and public discussions, the quality of 
dialogue, the constructiveness (and the lack of it sometimes), all were important indicators 
that pointed to the value of the focus on relations within local communities, their specificities, 
the experience and the perspectives that people share, and agree or disagree on, in their living 
environment. The participants themselves showed the will to open a dialogue, readiness for 
discussions, even disagreement with the views of others. Such a research approach resulted in 
the great number of interpretations and quotations that the study has presented. We	  have	  not	  
sought	  to	  minimise	  this	  diversity.	  The discussions we had in local communities showed that the 
success of certain initiatives often depends on the commitment of individuals, either officials 
in the local community, local religious leaders, or the voices of civil society. Their 
contribution to these processes, their connections and the influences they exert in their local 
communities, or wider, are often invisible in reports on reconciliation processes, and 
especially in the media. 
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Based on their personal experiences, but also on the experience of interacting with others in 
their local communities, citizens think that the main impediments to reconciliation are 
politicians and, to a certain extent, religious leaders – mostly those at higher levels, acting 
beyond their local communities. On the other hand, public discussions were also attended by 
representatives of religious communities in BiH who spoke affirmatively about reconciliation 
processes and their experiences in local communities. Although those religious officials who 
do not have a significant social influence outside their communities are insufficiently visible 
in the public space, their participation in focus groups and public discussions, and their 
readiness to talk, demonstrated their will for new forms of public understanding and 
cooperation. 

Despite the political, social, religious, and even media division which marks society across 
BiH, many participants demonstrated a high level of critical thinking on the subjects on which 
they are divided, regardless whether they are religious or not. Within the overall discussion 
about the needs and challenges experienced in BiH, discussions about religion were important 
and drew a lot of participants’ attention. Organised religion was addressed in different ways: 
mostly perceived as a mobilisation tool for ethno-political elites, it was mostly reduced to 
individuals and to communities or institutions ruled by strict hierarchical rules, and it was 
more often than not presented as an impediment, and a minority presented it as a source of 
potential for reconciliation. Yet many participants said that religion, as faith, has a great deal 
of meaning for them on an intimate level, as it is free from the ethnic and the political and is 
an important factor that truly may encourage understanding and trust. While there were 
participants who identified as atheists, a majority of participants indicated that there are 
examples and initiatives in their local communities that contribute to better understanding and 
reconciliation, and local Inter-Religious Councils were one such focus of positive references. 

The experience of the research team in conducting this work implies a further need to conduct 
contextualised and topic-specific research. Participants in focus groups and public discussions 
underlined the importance of these initiatives, which could help to understand and to explain 
certain trends in, and also specificities of, their local communities. During the discussions, 
some participants thought that it was necessary to advance further research on specific factors, 
such as relations between citizens and religious leaders/communities, explaining how religion 
impacts on attitudes towards reconciliation, how the media influence attitudes of citizens, 
what is the link between formal and informal education, and what are the potentials of the 
education process). Others, in different local communities, thought it was necessary to 
research the influence of family (especially of young people) on formation of attitudes 
towards reconciliation, that it was necessary to compare attitudes in BiH with those of 
neighbouring countries, and that the role of artists is very important in these processes. 

More detailed research on reconciliation and trust building processes will be very important, 
especially when it can adopt the focus advanced here on the different factors that affect these 
processes in different local communities. Our discussions with citizens in these 13 cities 
showed us that religion is one of the factors that could influence these processes, there is 
enough complexity and confusion about the subject to merit further attention, and this is 
insufficiently researched. There are many topics, areas and aspects of relations between 
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religion and reconciliation process that deserve systematic, continuous and in depth research 
attention. Research on religion as an unrealised social resource is potentially important, as 
well as addressing the issue of self-criticism within religious communities and the 
possibilities of advancing religious deliberations on the meaning of responsibility: 
responsibility for the fact that the reconciliation process is not taking place at the desired 
speed, for the widespread lack of trust, and for crimes committed “in the name of one’s own 
religion”. Finally, further research is needed on the level of the programs which sometimes do 
(and yet which often do not) exist within religious structures, even at local level, which are 
applicable in this process, and what would be the effect for these activities if they were to be 
financed and encouraged with public funds. 

Our research field deliberately spans a wide range of issues: relations in local communities, 
differences between small and large communities, the comparison between central and 
peripheral communities, ethnically more homogenous communities and communities with 
equal numbers of people belonging to different ethnic, religious, and cultural groups, those 
that experienced many crimes in the war and those where crimes were not so common: the 
richness of commentary embedded in the sections on these topics above will draw the 
attention of different interested readerships, and each of these could separately offer solutions 
or courses of action for the creation of reconciliation policies and activities. This research has 
shown that the local context is extremely important and that research activities should be 
more sensitive to the specificities of and differences between local communities. 

There are topics which appear important here and which we have intended to reserve fuller 
attention to the next phase of our research. When it comes to youth, there are numerous 
factors that additionally affect the attitudes of young people that we have identified in the 
qualitative phase of our research, but we did not research this influence either 
methodologically or scientifically. These are, for instance, the influence of the media and 
public communication on attitudes of young people towards the reconciliation process 
(through the prism of media presentation of the other and the different), sex and gender and 
related activism (NGO activists, women’s networks activists, members of feminist 
organisations), religiousness as such and institutionalised religiousness linked with religious 
communities, churches and their leaders, relations between majorities and minorities in 
different local communities, family influence, on the one hand, and school and teacher 
influence, on the other, in the process of formation of their attitudes towards the other and the 
different. A number of these topics will be the subject of in-depth research by specialists in 
our team in the coming year.  
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We have before us the results of research on building trust as a precondition for reconciliation 

among the peoples of Bosnia and Herzegovina. The special value of this research is the 

application of qualitative methodology in data collection, in work conducted in thirteen 

municipalities in Bosnia and Herzegovina. The attitudes of citizens show us a clear 

orientation of the majority of the population towards the aforementioned processes of 

integration of our societym and going beyond the imposed collective commitments of official 

ethnopolitics and government representatives. Aware of the current socio-political moment in 

which they live, citizens point to the need for conversation between different ethnic (and 

religious) groups, in order to get to know others and build a multinational and multi-religious 

society based on the highest humanistic principles. Although it often seems to us that there is 

no way out of the dominant (I would say - fictional) collectivist identity, the results presented 

in the study Reconciliation - a means of combating insecurity or a way to resist divisive 

policies: citizens in 13 local communities in BiH and building trust unequivocally show the 

desire of citizens to meet and cooperate with each other, beyond the promoted ethnic (and 

religious) collectivism, and this certainly represents a significant potential (and resource) for 

building a civil (unburdened) society. This type of cooperation and meeting among citizens is 

especially important in ethnically (and religiously) heterogeneous environments, such as the 

Bosnian society, burdened by conflicts primarily based on identity differences.  

Prof. Dr. Dusko Trninić,  
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