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Abstract
Truth commissions (TCs) are a much-discussed and sometimes controversial means of establishing

sustainable peace. Despite their prevalence and potential, the determinants of public support for

TCs, particularly the role of conflict exposure, remain poorly understood. We suggest trauma as a
key mechanism through which conflict exposure affects support for TCs. Trauma may lead victims

to see TCs as hurting or healing, respectively, which may decrease or increase support. We test

these competing hypotheses across Nepal, Guatemala, and Northern Ireland; three post-conflict

cases with differing truth-seeking experiences. While conflict exposure predicts trauma in all three

cases, trauma only determines support for TCs with tangible implications, and only in Nepal and

Northern Ireland. By qualitatively examining context-specific scope conditions, we propose that

the prospective closure utility of a specific TC could bolster its support. Future research is needed

to probe the validity of this novel theoretical construct.
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[...] failure to provide justice for past crimes creates direct and tangible harms in the present: families who lost
loved ones years ago continue to seek justice and are forced to live without closure. (Human Rights Watch
(2020: 2) on the Nepali peace process.)

Both scholars and practitioners have long argued that closure is crucial to fostering post-conflict
peace and reconciliation (Hamber and Wilson, 2002). Truth commissions (TCs) are often proposed
and installed to provide such closure. Yet despite their prevalence and potential, we know little
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about the extent to which, and why, the public, and especially victims, desire a TC. Do victims turn
to TCs searching closure, or do they avoid them out of fear of re-traumatisation and disillusion-
ment? Moreover, the bulk of evidence on public support for TCs, or transitional justice (TJ)
more generally, comes from single-case studies (e.g. Aguilar et al., 2011; Aloyo et al., 2023;
Balcells et al., 2022; Hall et al., 2018; Tellez, 2021), which complicates comparisons between
and generalisations to a larger population of cases. To fill these gaps, this study examines
support for TCs within three post-conflict contexts with different experiences with truth-seeking
mechanisms, i.e. Guatemala, Nepal and Northern Ireland. Given the inherent objective of TCs to
provide answers to victim-survivors, we specifically focus on the role of victimisation and
trauma in shaping support for TCs and argue that trauma could channel the relationship between
victimisation and support in two competing ways.

On the one hand, case studies and anecdotal evidence suggest that victims seek the truth, even
many years after the conflict ended (Human Rights Watch, and Advocacy Forum, 2024; Robins,
2011). Moreover, earlier work often assumed that testifying would have a healing or cathartic
effect on survivors and society (Mendeloff, 2009). Based on the notion that people, and especially
victim-survivors, might see TCs as a possible means of getting closure, post-traumatic stress could
positively channel the relationship between victimisation and attitudes towards TCs. On the other
hand, several studies question the healing nature of TCs (Leebaw, 2008; Mendeloff, 2009; Robins,
2012) and warn against potentially harmful effects on victim-survivors who testify (Brounéus,
2010), especially when TCs fail to meet their expectations (David, 2017; Laplante and Theidon,
2007). In line with this, recent work on the psychological drivers of post-conflict public opinion
suggests that victims who suffer from psychological distress are more likely to activate defensive
strategies aimed at minimising harm (Canetti-Nisim et al., 2009; Hirsch-Hoefler et al., 2016), which
might decrease support for TCs.

To test these competing hypotheses, we apply structural equation models on representative
survey data gathered in Guatemala (N= 1009), Nepal (N= 954) and Northern Ireland (N= 702).
The cases were selected to maximise variation on a range of potential scope conditions, including
geographic location, level of development, conflict characteristics, and notably, the implementation
and outcomes of a TC. At the time of the survey, Guatemala had already seen two TCs – one official
and one unofficial – deliver their reports, while in Nepal, two different truth-seeking institutions had
just been established. In Northern Ireland, in contrast, the peace agreement did not include any pro-
visions on truth-seeking, and consequently, there had been several grassroots initiatives and com-
memorations, but there was no prospect of a formal TC. As such, people in the selected case studies
had different real-life experiences with truth-seeking mechanisms, which could have influenced
baseline levels of support for TCs and how conflict exposure and/or trauma influences such support.

Our results indicate that the relationship between conflict exposure, trauma and support for TCs
is weak and complex. We find no support for the re-traumatisation argument. In contrast, in Nepal
and Northern Ireland, we do find that symptoms of post-traumatic stress increase support for TCs,
but only for TCs that reveal the names of perpetrators and compensate victims. In Guatemala,
trauma does not play a significant role in shaping support for TCs. Finally, our results also
suggest that people in post-conflict societies generally seek truth and accountability, as evident
in overall high levels of support for TCs.

Trying to explain our divergent findings, in a second, theory-building step, we draw on qualita-
tive insights from the three cases, mainly focusing on differences in the timing and characteristics of
truth-seeking initiatives. This inductive exercise leads to the following hypothesis: in cases where a
TC is still a viable peacebuilding strategy, citizens who developed symptoms of post-traumatic
stress after having endured violence may be more likely to rely on this mechanism for what we
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call ‘truth with teeth’1 and thus, potentially, for closure. In contrast, in cases where a TC has already
delivered an extensive final report, trauma may no longer affect support for TCs. We describe these
scope conditions in detail in the Discussion section, but, as always, future research is needed to
unravel further how what we label the prospective closure potential of truth commissions may
affect public support.

Our comparative, victim-centred approach to TCs contributes to both science and society.
Theoretically, we provide a more nuanced understanding of the complex relationship between vic-
timisation, trauma and support for TCs by introducing psychological insights into the literature on
post-conflict consolidation. Empirically, we test two competing hypotheses across three post-
conflict cases and are among the first to use psychological screeners for PTSD within these settings.
Our divergent findings highlight the pitfalls of drawing too general conclusions from single-case
studies, emphasising the need for more comparative and context-sensitive post-conflict research.
Finally, our findings hold important implications for policymakers currently dealing with the
design of TCs in post-conflict societies. Bearing in mind that victims primarily support truth
with consequences and that this support is partially driven by conflict-induced trauma, policy-
makers should ensure that TCs are designed to address victims’ need for closure adequately.

Conflict exposure and support for truth commissions
Extensive research has analysed how exposure to political violence shapes attitudes towards war
and peace (Bateson, 2012; Bauer et al., 2016; Blattman, 2009; Canetti-Nisim et al., 2009;
Hirsch-Hoefler et al., 2016) and support for specific conflict-termination policies (Bakke et al.,
2009; Beber et al., 2014; Dyrstad et al., 2011; Irwin, 2006; Tellez, 2019). At its core, this literature
indicates that conflict exposure has a negative impact on a range of attitudes, including support for
peace and reconciliation (Grossman et al., 2015; Hall et al., 2018; Hirsch-Hoefler et al., 2016), inter-
group relations (Canetti-Nisim et al., 2009; Lupu and Peisakhin, 2017) and political tolerance
(Kijewski and Rapp, 2019).2 Turning to truth commissions, the results are mixed and tend to
assess the impact of TCs rather than the determinants of victims’ attitudes towards TCs.

On the one hand, the normative assumption underlying TCs is that telling – and knowing – the
‘truth’ is therapeutic for individuals and society and paves the way for reconciliation and durable
peace (Mendeloff, 2009). Practitioners assume that particularly TCs with a multi-faceted mandate,
broader scope of investigation and subpoena powers will ensure that more victims are recognised
and that more segments of society get a share in the process of truth telling (International Center for
Transitional Justice, 2014). This, in turn, may bolster the legitimacy of TJ processes (Shaw et al.,
2010), thereby increasing support for TCs. Qualitative and anecdotal evidence seems to support this
notion. For example, civil society and victims’ organisations often call for the truth (Isaacs, 2010;
Ross, 2006) – which is evident in the number of unofficial truth projects (Dancy et al., 2010).
Drawing on a representative sample of almost 2000 Spaniards, Aguilar and colleagues (2011)
also find a positive correlation between victimisation during the Francoist dictatorship and
support for establishing a TC.

On the other hand, several scholars have argued that the beneficial claims made in the TJ litera-
ture are ‘faith-based’, not ‘fact-based’ (Thoms et al., 2010: 331; see also Mendeloff, 2009). Instead
of being cathartic, truth-telling ‘may retraumatise victims, open old wounds, and deepen historical
divisions’ (David, 2017: 156). Transitional justice mechanisms often fail to accommodate the needs
of victims in general (Gready and Robins, 2014; Hall et al., 2018), and TCs in particular risk inten-
sifying traumatic reactions because they do not allow enough time for desensitisation to occur
(Brounéus, 2010). Based on a survey in post-genocide Rwanda, Brounéus (2010) found that

516 Conflict Management and Peace Science 42(5)



witnesses of Gacaca courts3 suffered from higher levels of depression and PTSD than those who
did not witness, even after controlling for common predictors of psychological health. Other scho-
lars suggest that giving testimony may be harmful in the absence of tangible results when the com-
mission has finished its work (Laplante and Theidon, 2007). Likewise, Gibson (2006) demonstrates
how the South African Truth and Reconciliation Commission positively impacted reconciliation
attitudes, yet only for whites. This finding suggests that by bringing about a deeper understanding
of the past, the appeal of telling the truth seemed to diminish among those who had been primarily
exposed to violence. Similarly, Pham and colleagues (2004) found that respondents who had
experienced multiple traumas during the genocide were indeed less – and not more – likely to
support both national and Gacaca trials. Compared with non-victims, victims were more disap-
pointed with the Truth and Reconciliation Commission in South Africa (Backer, 2006) and more
supportive of retributive justice instead of reconciliatory and reparative justice in Burundi
(Samii, 2013) and Kenya (Aloyo et al., 2023).

Taken together, there is mixed and limited evidence of an association between conflict exposure
and support for TJ, including TCs. While some studies find a positive correlation between victim-
isation and support for justice, others find negative results. To complicate matters, some studies find
no significant correlation at all. For example, Nussio et al. (2015) find no significant difference
between victims and non-victims in their attitudes towards truth-sharing in Colombia. Canetti
and colleagues (2017) demonstrate that exposure to terrorism in Israel has no direct effect on
peace policy attitudes. Likewise, victimisation is no significant predictor of TJ preferences in
Dyrstad and Binningsbø (2019). In what follows, we propose that unravelling the role of trauma
might bring about a more nuanced understanding of the complex association between conflict
exposure and support for TCs.

The role of trauma
As evident, we still lack a rigorous understanding of why exposure to violence determines post-
conflict attitudes towards TCs. While previous work often implicitly assumes that trauma plays a
central role, to our knowledge, no one has theoretically and empirically teased this out. To fill
this gap, we propose a two-stage theory of the process through which conflict exposure may
shape support for TCs. In the first stage, conflict exposure conditions psychological distress. It is
well documented that exposure to violence increases the risk of mental illness (e.g. Elbert and
Schaeur, 2002; Herman, 2022; Scholte et al., 2004; Steel et al., 2009; Tol et al., 2010) – stress
symptoms that might occur long after the conflict has ended (Herman, 2022). In the second
stage, trauma is argued to shape people’s attitudes towards TCs. Previous research shows how psy-
chological distress motivates political behaviour. For example, it decreases political tolerance and
support for peace efforts after terrorist violence (Canetti-Nisim et al., 2009; Hirsch-Hoefler et al.,
2016) and diminishes support for reconciliation and prosocial attitudes in response to conflict
exposure (Pham et al., 2004; Vinck et al., 2007). However, it is less evident in what ways
trauma may affect attitudes towards TCs.

We propose two competing mechanisms to explain how trauma can shape attitudes towards
truth-seeking institutions. First, individuals who experience traumatic distress in response to con-
flict exposure may have a particularly strong desire for closure, thereby increasing support for
TCs. We follow Hamber and Wilson (2002) in seeing closure as ‘a situation where the trauma is
no longer seen as unfinished business’ (p. 37) and argue that TCs might contribute to both cognitive
and emotional closure. Cognitive closure occurs when victims get answers to their questions about
what has happened, while emotional closure occurs when victims’ emotional distress over their war
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experiences diminishes to an acceptable level or even ends. Regarding cognitive closure, TCs are a
means for obtaining some, if limited, information about what happened to deceased and disap-
peared persons – especially when trials are off the table. In Guatemala, for instance, the 1994 agree-
ment that established the TC also paved the way for amnesty for war crimes, except for genocide,
torture and forced disappearance (Isaacs, 2010). This effectively made the truth commission a
crucial means for obtaining answers and a sense of justice.4 Regarding emotional closure, testifying
might ‘break an enforced silence’, allowing individuals to express their emotions, externalise grief
and receive recognition (Hamber and Wilson, 2002: 41). Testimonies that eventually involve
reparations or retribution may particularly contribute to closure by, respectively, acknowledging
the individual’s loss or suffering and holding perpetrators accountable (Hamber and Wilson,
2002). Hence, based on the notion of a need for closure, we would expect individuals who experi-
ence distress in response to conflict exposure to support TCs.

On the other hand, psychological distress may activate a defence mechanism aimed at avoiding
re-traumatisation, thereby decreasing support for TCs. In search for the truth, TCs might re-open old
wounds and re-traumatise victims (David, 2017). The risk of re-traumatisation is compounded by
several features of TCs. First, TCs often fall short of meeting the psychological needs of traumatised
individuals (Brounéus, 2010), partly owing to an inherent tension between individual needs and
national healing. By design, TCs tend to treat individuals as a homogeneous entity in the pursuit
of nationwide healing (Hamber and Wilson, 2002). Inevitably, in the pursuit of an ‘official’ collect-
ive account of the past, some experiences and perspectives will be remembered at the expense of
others that remain unseen (Hearty, 2022), leading to a discrepancy between dispersed individual
memories and the official narrative. Relatedly, individual and nationwide healing proceed at differ-
ent paces, and commissions do not (and cannot) allow enough time for trauma processing
(Brounéus, 2010; Hamber and Wilson, 2002).

Truth commissions could also be seen as ‘toothless’. For instance, only a minority of past com-
missions possessed the power to compel testimony and preserve evidence (Zvobgo, 2020). Other
studies suggest that victims may expect something in return for giving testimony – reparations,
recognitions or both – and that providing testimony without seeing any specific results materialising
afterwards may be harmful. Consider the powerful opening quote of a Peruvian woman cited in
Laplante and Theidon (2007: 229): ‘Oh, why should I remember all of that again? From the top
of my head to the bottom of my feet, from the bottom of my feet to the top of my head – I’ve
told what happened here so many times. And for what? Nothing ever changes.’ In this regard, it
is troublesome – but not surprising – to note that a relatively low share of TC recommendations
is fully implemented. For instance, a comprehensive comparative study of recommendations in
Latin America found that of 223 identified recommendations for reparations, only 22% were
fully implemented, while another 26% were partially implemented (Skaar et al., 2024: 13, Table 4).
More so, amnesty is sometimes granted to perpetrators who confess to political crimes or, in some
cases like Guatemala, even without any confession (i.e. blanket amnesty). In sum, while traumatised
victims may seek closure, they might not see TCs as the preferred means, or even as a harmful
means, to achieve it. Consequently, individuals who experience psychological distress in response
to conflict exposure might oppose, instead of support, TCs.

Taken together, our two-stage theory on conflict exposure and support for TCs leads to the fol-
lowing hypotheses. First, conflict exposure can lead to trauma that persists long after the armed con-
flict is over (H1). Second, such trauma informs people’s attitudes towards TCs (H2), but here, our
reasoning leads to two competing expectations.5 To the extent that psychological distress activates a
need for closure, trauma will positively channel the effect of conflict exposure on attitudes towards
TCs (H2a: closure). To the extent that psychological distress activates a defence mechanism that
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prompts victims to avoid the past and/or disappointment, trauma will negatively channel the effect
of conflict exposure on attitudes towards TCs (H2b: avoidance). Hence, it might not be conflict
exposure that affects support for TCs but rather the psychological distress resulting from this expos-
ure. Disentangling and gaining a deeper understanding of the role of trauma can thus help us rec-
oncile competing findings in previous work, as it will shed new light not only on the indirect but
also on the direct impact of conflict exposure on support for TCs after controlling for trauma (RQ1).
Figure 1 visualises our theoretical model and summarises our expectations about whether and how
conflict exposure influences support for TCs.

The cases of Guatemala, Nepal and Northern Ireland
We study support for TCs in Guatemala, Nepal and Northern Ireland, relying on a series of com-
parative, nationally representative surveys as well as qualitative evidence about each case and, par-
ticularly, their truth-seeking mechanisms. The population of cases from which they were selected
was defined as (1) peaceful, (2) electoral democracies that had (3) experienced internal armed con-
flict, which (4) ended through a comprehensive peace agreement. Within this population, we
selected cases to assess the generalisability of our findings instead of testing cross-country hypoth-
eses by maximising variation. The selected cases varied on several characteristics (Table 1; see also
Dyrstad et al. [2021, 2022] for more information).

Regarding variation in truth-seeking experiences, the peace agreements that ended the civil wars
in Guatemala and Nepal included a truth-seeking provision, but the results of these institutions
varied. When the survey was conducted, there had been two comprehensive reports in
Guatemala: one unofficial, church-led report (ODHAG, 1998) and one official report
(Commission for Historical Clarification, 1999; CEH). In addition, both the Center for Human
Rights Legal Action and the National Coordination of Widows of Guatemala had been instrumental
in collecting testimonies and evidence, advocating for justice and raising awareness about the
abuses committed during the civil war. In Nepal, two separate commissions had just been estab-
lished: the Truth and Reconciliation Commission and Commission of Investigation on Enforced
Disappeared Persons. Besides being established almost a decade after the peace agreement was
signed, at the time of the data collection, the results of the two commissions were virtually non-
existent, as they had yet to get started (Sajjad, 2016). Moreover, their mandate was being both ques-
tioned and contested (Selim, 2018).6 As in Guatemala, several informal initiatives were to play a
crucial role in complementing the work of these formal truth commissions, such as the Informal

Figure 1. Theoretical model of the relationship between conflict exposure, trauma and support for truth

commissions.
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Sector Service Centre and the National Network of Families of the Disappeared and Missing in
Nepal. In addition, Nepal has a National Human Rights Commission, which was established in
2000 as a statutory body and has been a permanent, constitutional body since 2007. Finally, the
Good Friday Agreement in Northern Ireland did not include a provision for truth and reconciliation
or, in fact, any TJ mechanism at all (Bryson and McEvoy, 2023). Absent a formal TC, Northern
Ireland developed an extensive tradition of storytelling and commemorative practices (e.g.
Anderson, 2019; McQuaid, 2016) and several smaller, unofficial projects, such as the Ardoyne
Commemoration Project (Lundy and McGovern, 2008), emerged. In 2005, Northern Ireland did
launch an official truth-seeking initiative: the Historical Enquiries Team. Falling short of being a
proper truth commission, the Historical Enquiries Team had a limited mandate and was criticised
for not delivering (Lundy, 2011; Lundy and McGovern, 2008).

Empirical design
To test our hypotheses, we rely on data from the Post-Conflict Attitudes for Peace (PAP) survey.
The comparative PAP survey was designed to comprehensively map citizens’ views on various
post-war developments and institutions, as well as their experiences of violence. In the following,
we review key features of the data collection as well as our empirical model.

Ethics
Given the sensitive nature of the research topic, several measures were implemented to ensure the
ethical integrity of data collection.

Table 1. Key case characteristics at the time the survey was conducted (2016).

Case

Dimension Characteristic Guatemala Nepal

Northern

Ireland

Geographical

region

Geographical region Latin America Asia Europe

Development GDP per capita (current US$) 4173 777 41,064

Income inequality (GINI) 48.7 32.8 28∗

Life expectancy 73.5 69.5 81.16

World Bank classification Upper middle

income

Lower middle

income

High income

Conflict

characteristics

Ethnic conflict? Yes No Yes

Conflict-related deaths 200,000 >13,000 3700

Time [duration in years] 1960–1996

[36]

1996–2006

[10]

1968–1998

[30]

Formal

truth-seeking

TC included in peace agreement? Yes Yes No

Number of report(s) with results

and recommendations

2 0 (but in

progress)

0

Note: Sources include World Bank Indicators; Database of Political Institutions (Beck et al., 2001), UCDP Peace Agreement

Dataset (Harbom et al., 2006), US Institute of Peace, CEH (Commission for Historical Clarification, 1999), Do and Iyer

(2010) and McKittrick et al. (1999). ∗The GINI of the UK overall is 32.6.
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(1) In addition to theoretically informed case selection criteria, concerns over the safety and well-
being of our respondents and enumerators also influenced the choice of cases.

(2) The timing of our fieldwork was strategically planned to minimise risks.
(3) Expert interviews and consultations with local partners were conducted in all three cases to

ensure the appropriateness and adequacy of sensitive questions. This process aimed to minimise the
risk of re-traumatisation or discomfort among respondents.

(4) Enumerators underwent rigorous training before fieldwork. This training included not only
technical aspects of data collection but also ethical considerations, sensitivity training and protocols
for handling sensitive information.

(5) Continuous support and supervision were provided throughout the data collection.
(6) Strict protocols were followed to obtain informed consent from participants, ensuring they

understood the purpose of the research, their rights and the confidentiality measures in place to
protect their data.

(7) The data were transferred and stored in a way that protected the confidentiality of the data.
These measures collectively aimed to ensure that the research was conducted in a manner that
respected the rights and safety of all people involved, while also maintaining the scientific rigor
and validity of the findings. For more detailed information, see Online Appendix A.1.

Sampling strategy
We relied on local best practices to ensure national representativeness and broad geographical
coverage. As a result, the sampling strategy differs somewhat across the cases. In Guatemala,
the 2015 electoral roll served as the sampling frame, from which 120 segments were selected as
primary sampling units (PSUs).7 Within each PSU, the aim was to sample 10 respondents. Once
PSUs were selected, households were drawn at random and one respondent per household was
selected based on the ‘last birthday’ rule. The resulting sample includes respondents from all 22
departementos and 99 out of the 334 municipalities. In Nepal, the 2011 Census served as the sam-
pling frame, from which 60 wards were selected as PSUs using a stratified random sampling tech-
nique (with wards stratified by region and urban–rural division; see Table B.2 in the Online
Appendix). Twenty respondents were sampled within each PSU. From the PSUs, households
were drawn at random and one respondent per household was selected using a kish grid (Kish,
1949). The resulting sample includes respondents from 45 of the 70 districts in Nepal. Finally,
in Northern Ireland, households were directly drawn at random from the Postcode Address file
and one respondent per household was selected based on the ‘first birthday’ rule. Online
Appendix B includes a map of the spatial distribution of the samples in Guatemala and Nepal,8

as well as additional information on the samples. After applying listwise deletion, the total
sample size equals 2665 (NGuatemala= 1,009, NNepal= 954, NNI= 702). See Online Appendix C
for some descriptive statistics.

Measurements
Dependent variable: support for TCs. Our primary outcome variable, generic support for TCs
(TC_1), is measured by asking respondents to what extent they agree with the statement: ‘It is
important to know what happened during the conflict and collect testimonies from victims and per-
petrator’. To triangulate the measurement of our construct of interest, we also measure support for
different design features of TCs. First, the impact of conflict exposure and trauma on support for
TCs may vary depending on the specifics of the recommendations and implementation of TCs.
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Second, beyond adding empirical value, zooming in on specific realisations of TCs can lead to
important policy implications, as these results will provide insight into the possible TJ ‘package’
that post-conflict countries may or may not wish to implement. To do so, we use three additional
statements as secondary outcomes: ‘A truth commission report should reveal the names of the per-
petrators of the crimes describe’ (TC_2), ‘The victims of the crimes described in a truth commission
report should receive compensation’ (TC_3)9 and ‘A truth commission is meaningless if it is not
accompanied by the prosecution of perpetrators’ (TC_4). All items were measured on a scale
ranging from completely disagree (1) to completely agree (5), so that higher values indicate
more support for TCs.

Independent variable: conflict exposure. The survey included 15 items to measure whether respon-
dents and/or their family members had been exposed to traumatic events during the conflict, includ-
ing threats, injuries, detainment, etc. (see Table D.1 in the Online Appendix for the complete list).10

We dichotomised this variable into respondents who were not exposed to any traumatic event (= 0)
and respondents who were exposed to at least one traumatic event (=1). Although important infor-
mation gets lost owing to this dichotomisation, we opt for a dichotomous operationalisation for
several reasons. First, it is not straightforward to classify these experiences into mutually exclusive
categories. Two commonly used ways to classify victims are based on direct vs. indirect victimisa-
tion experiences and the severity of those experiences. Both categorisations can pose problems.
Regarding direct vs. indirect victimisation, 16.85% of our respondents experienced direct victim-
isation only and 12.20% indirect victimisation only, while 14.07% experienced both. Some
56.89% did not report any form of conflict exposure or victimisation.11 Moreover, we have no the-
oretical reason to make this division as both types of victimisations can be traumatic. Categories
based on severity might be mutually exclusive but always rely on a somewhat arbitrary classifica-
tion of experiences and disregards that some respondents might perceive certain events as severe
while others may not. In this respect, it is also questionable whether it is ethical for researchers
to assume that some traumatic events should be classified as less severe. Second, owing to conflict-
specific particularities, the types of traumatic events that people were more likely to endure differ
across the cases (see Table D.1). Finally, we rely on the assumption that if people responded yes on
at least one of the exposure questions, they still consider themselves a victim of the war in some
meaningful way. This, we assume, is a sufficient condition to induce subsequent trauma and, in
turn, shape worldviews. As a check of this assumption, Table D.2 shows that most correlation coef-
ficients between trauma and the 15 exposure items are positive, statistically significant, and of a
similar size.

Mediator: trauma. To measure trauma, we rely on a validated brief screener of PTSD (Han et al.,
2016). Respondents were asked to what extent they experienced a series of problems, such as
‘repeated, disturbing memories, thoughts, or images of a stressful experience’ or ‘feeling irritable
or having angry outbursts’, over the last month on a scale ranging from not at all (1) to extremely
(5). Five items are included in the structural equation models to measure the latent factor ‘trauma’
(αoverall= .83; αGuatemala= 0.81; αNepal= 0.77; αNI= 0.94).

Estimation strategy
To test the hypothesised relationships, we estimated a multi-group structural equation model
(MG-SEM; Kline, 2015) using Stata. MG-SEM is a technique to estimate similar SEMs for differ-
ent groups (here, cases) separately but simultaneously, analogous to interaction terms in linear
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regression models. The SEM combines structural and measurement models, allowing both manifest
and latent variables to be included in a path model. The structural component of the model repre-
sents the paths between the variables of interest as a sequence of structural equations. This enables
us to examine how conflict exposure and support for TCs are related and to tease out both direct and
indirect effects (via trauma). Importantly, such structural models, while indicating a direction, only
provide correlational evidence. The measurement component of our model arises because we add
trauma as a latent scale, thus including measurement error in the model.

Although we built extensively on theoretical insights and previous results to propose the path
diagram in Figure 1, we employ a cross-sectional design which gives rise to endogeneity concerns.
To alleviate such concerns, to at least some extent, we include several variables in our SEM models
that could influence conflict exposure, trauma and support for TCs, and may act as confounders
on the different paths in our model. At the same time, we tried to keep the list of confounders
short so as not to over-specify our model. Accordingly, we control for the respondents’ age,
gender, perceived income, level of education and whether the respondent resided outside the
country or was not born at the time of the conflict. Moreover, the PTSD screener asked about
experiences over the last month. As a result, the question wording of our constructs of interest
implies a temporal order.

Empirical results

Descriptive statistics
First, we explore the descriptive statistics in Table 2. We observe high levels of support for TCs (i.e.
above the midpoint value of 3), across all measures of support and in all cases. At the same time,
support differs significantly across the cases, being consistently higher in Nepal and lower in
Northern Ireland (p< 0.001 for all indicators of support).12 The mean levels of support may
reflect characteristics of the conflicts as well as the duration of peace, as the conflicts in
Guatemala and Northern Ireland had ended 20 and 18 years before the survey was conducted,
while Nepal had only had 10 years of post-war peace. Consequently, exposure and subsequent
trauma were more recent and thus potentially more vivid in Nepal. Additionally, there was – and
still is – a pressing lack of knowledge about the whereabouts of the many who were forcibly
disappeared (Robins, 2011), and the demand for justice from various victim groups regularly
made – and makes – the Nepali news (e.g. Budhathoki, 2021, 2022). This may explain why we
find the strongest demand for the truth in Nepal. In contrast, ‘the Troubles’ in Northern Ireland
ended 18 years ago, were less violent than the wars in Nepal and Guatemala, and importantly,
the peace agreement did not provide for any truth-seeking mechanisms. All of this may explain
why we find lower, but still strong, support for truth-seeking in Northern Ireland. Of the possible
implementations of TCs, those with compensation for victims enjoy the strongest support in
Northern Ireland and Nepal, while respondents in Guatemala especially value revealing the perpe-
trators’ names. However, it is worth noting that within-case differences in the means of the mea-
sures of support are small (Table 2).

Second, turning to conflict exposure, the share of respondents who report having been exposed
to at least one incident of conflict-related violence is similar across cases and ranges from 41%
(Northern Ireland) to 46% (Guatemala). While this may seem high at face value, recall that they
cover many different types of exposure, including indirect victimisation and being a witness. As
discussed above (and shown in Table D.1), the type of victimisation varies across cases. For
example, although both the Guatemalan war and the conflict in Northern Ireland ended some
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time ago, Guatemala has a comparatively young population (the mean age and median age in our
data are 35 and 31 years, respectively), resulting in a higher share of indirect victimisation (see also
footnote 11). Finally, the prevalence of PTSD symptoms is low across the cases but is significantly
lower in Northern Ireland (p < 0.001). This corresponds to the level of violence, which was substan-
tially lower in Northern Ireland (see also Table 1). While the civil war in Guatemala was more
brutal than the one in Nepal, the levels of trauma symptoms are similar in the two countries.
However, it is important to note again that a significant proportion of Guatemalan respondents
was born after the war.13

Multi-group structural equation models
To test our hypotheses on whether and how conflict exposure influences support for TCs, we esti-
mated a series of multi-group structural equation models in Stata.14 The results of our primary
outcome are illustrated in Figure 2 and those of our secondary outcomes in Figure 3. The full
numerical results can be found in Table D.4, results without control variables in Table D.5 and
bivariate correlations in Table D.6. Overall, our findings confirm that conflict exposure induces
trauma, but the subsequent relationship between trauma and support for TCs is anything but
straightforward.

Starting with our first hypothesis (H1), our results confirm previous findings that exposure to
violence is associated with higher levels of psychological distress (Elbert and Schaeur, 2002;
Scholte et al., 2004; Steel et al., 2009; Tol et al., 2010). This holds in models without controls
(Table D.5) and across the three study contexts, where the coefficients always have the expected
sign and are of both substantial and statistical significance (p < 0.001). The strength of the asso-
ciations is also comparable across cases, with standardised regression coefficients ranging from
0.21 to 0.29.

Regarding our second set of competing hypotheses (H2a and H2b), Figures 2 and 3 reveal a
complex and context-dependent relationship between conflict exposure, trauma and TC support.
In Guatemala, we find that support for TCs is not influenced by trauma in any of the models.
More specifically, neither generic support for truth-seeking (Figure 2) nor support for specific
implementations of TCs (Figure 3) is affected by the level of trauma. This null result holds in
models without control variables (Table D.5; see also the absence of significant bivariate correla-
tions between trauma and all measures of support for TCs in Table D.6). This is not the case in the
other two cases. In Nepal and Northern Ireland, we find a similar pattern: trauma increases support
for TCs that reveal perpetrators’ names and provide compensation to victims, whereas generic

Figure 2. Multi-group structural equation model results for generic support for truth commissions.

Note: ∗ p< 0.05; ∗∗ p< 0.01; ∗∗∗ p< 0.001.
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support and support for TCs accompanied by prosecution remain unaffected by trauma. It should be
noted, however, that the substantial effects are ‘relatively small’ with standardised coefficients
between 0.08 amd 0.13 (Cohen, 1988; Gignac and Szodorai, 2016). Further, these patterns again
hold in models without controls (Table D.5). Here, and considering the bivariate correlations
(Table D.6), we also find an association between trauma and support for TCs that are accompanied
by prosecution in Nepal.

Next, we examine whether and how conflict exposure affects support for TCs after accounting
for trauma (RQ1). Looking at the direct effect of exposure on TC support, we find both positive and
null effects depending on the case and outcome variable in question. Figure 2 shows that generic
support for finding the truth is increased by conflict exposure in Guatemala and Northern

Figure 3. Multi-group structural equation model results for support for specific implementations of truth

commissions.

Note: † p< 0.10; ∗ p< 0.05; ∗∗ p< 0.01; ∗∗∗ p<0.001.
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Ireland, with standardised coefficients in both cases equal to 0.11. This means that exposure to con-
flict affects support for truth-seeking through other mechanisms than trauma. Further, Figure 3
reveals that specific implementations of TCs are largely unaffected by conflict exposure (at least
in terms of a direct effect), except for the positive relationship between exposure and revealing per-
petrators’ names in Guatemala. It is noteworthy in this respect that the statement that a TC report
should reveal perpetrators’ names also received the most support of all four statements in
Guatemala (Table 1), but the generally well-received and well-researched Guatemalan TC report
was restricted from naming those responsible for the documented atrocities (Hayner, 2011).
Respondents thus seem to factor in their experience with TCs when forming their attitudes about
TCs – a point we discuss further in the next section.

Finally, a somewhat puzzling null finding, i.e. for support for TCs accompanied by prosecution
(Figure 3, panel C), requires additional attention. Conflict exposure is not associated with this
outcome variable in any way and in any of the cases. This result can be interpreted in at least
two ways. First, it aligns with the notion that the public sees truth as an end in and of itself, not
conditional on retributive justice (Braithwaite, 2002). Alternatively, a more methodological inter-
pretation suggests that since the statement asks about two TJ mechanisms simultaneously – TCs and
trials –victims may respond differently based on their preferred means of achieving closure and
accountability. For some victims, knowing the truth may be more important than potential prosecu-
tions, while for others, presumably those who already know what happened to their loved ones, ret-
ribution may be more important. These competing preferences could lead to varying response
patterns among conflict victims, producing a null effect.

Discussion
Our findings have at least two implications for the field of peace and conflict studies. First, while
trauma undoubtedly remains an important determinant of post-conflict attitudes and preferences for
various peace measures (Canetti-Nisim et al., 2009; Hirsch-Hoefler et al., 2016), its relationship
with support for truth commissions – which are supposed to heal (national) trauma – is weak.
Indeed, our results show that the predictive power of the closure hypothesis is low, while we
find no support for the avoidance hypothesis at all. Second, the relationship between conflict expos-
ure, trauma and attitudes towards TCs is not only weak, but also complex.

In the following, based on a qualitative assessment of plausible explanations for the observed
(null15) results, we cautiously suggest that the prospective closure utility (rather than closure as
such) of particular truth-finding initiatives may underlie public support. That is, in cases where
a TC is still a viable peacebuilding strategy, citizens who have developed symptoms of post-
traumatic stress after experiencing violence may be more likely to rely on this mechanism for
what we call ‘truth with teeth’. Below, we discuss how several study features have led to this
post hoc hypothesis.16 We hope this will stimulate a conversation about the multiple ways in
which trauma conditions post-conflict attitudes and encourage future research to further theorise
and deductively test some of these puzzles.

Several factors make Guatemala qualitatively different, which may partly explain why we
mostly find null results there. First, the Guatemalan conflict ended 20 years before the survey
was conducted. Moreover, the official TC was established in 1994 and published its report in
1999, while the unofficial TC published its report in 1998. Given that the median age of the
Guatemalan sample is 31, most respondents were relatively young during the war and the immedi-
ate post-war period when truth-seeking took place. Second, the CEH conducted 7200 interviews
with 11,000 persons and documented them in an extensive database (United States Institute of
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Peace, n.d.). This provided several victims with the opportunity to externalise their grief, fostering
emotional closure, while the database aids in cognitive closure. In addition, the reports resulting
from the truth-seeking processes were exhaustive, detailing different findings and policy recom-
mendations, and drew (inter)national acclaim. In addition to the commissions, organisations like
the Guatemalan Foundation for Forensic Anthropology and the Center for Forensic Analysis and
Applied Sciences had also carried out extensive exhumations, which further contributed to provid-
ing closure. In sum, at the time of our survey, the prospects for additional closure through TCs were
low in Guatemala. Finally, the CEH was not allowed to reveal the names of perpetrators and did not
call for prosecution. The report did recommend reparations and a National Reparations
Commission was established in 2005, but decisions about policies and process have been slow
(United States Institute of Peace, n.d.). Hence, victim-survivors and the population at large may
have come to realise that a TC alone was no guarantee of prosecution or reparations. All of this
might explain why victims do not turn to TCs, at least not to heal their trauma. Yet again it is
worth noting that overall support for TCs remains high, also in Guatemala.

In Nepal and Northern Ireland, on the other hand, the prospects for closure through truth-seeking
were considerably higher since, at the time of the survey, truth-seeking processes there were either
to be completed (Nepal) or had never officially begun (Northern Ireland).17 As noted above, in
Nepal, two different commissions had just started their work at the time of our fieldwork
(Sajjad, 2016), while in Northern Ireland, a formal TC was never included as part of the Good
Friday Agreement. Therefore, in both countries, a comprehensive report had yet to materialise,
and no official findings, recommendations or other forms of potential closure through truth-seeking
had been provided. In the absence of such, other voices in society were advocating for victims and
searching for ways to know about and come to terms with the past. Furthermore, recall that in these
two cases, we only find a relationship between trauma and support for TCs with a strong mandate,
i.e. those that name the perpetrators and advocate for compensation for victims. Taken together, this
suggests that people may still be waiting and hoping for more. Hence, in these cases, it may not be
closure as such (or what has been done) that shapes attitudes towards truth commissions, but rather
the prospective closure utility (or what a particular initiative could do).

Finally, trauma tends to drive support for truth-seeking initiatives that reveal names and compen-
sate victims, both in a country with official commissions (Nepal) and in one less formal initiatives
(Northern Ireland). This finding is crucial for policymakers and civil society organisations tasked
with designing truth-finding missions, particularly in contexts where peace agreements preclude
the establishment of official commissions. Compared with a weak commission with a limited
mandate and independence, the informal truth practices of Northern Ireland may be equally, if
not more, effective. Grassroot initiatives may also circumscribe the potential problem of construct-
ing and disseminating one collective narrative which risks sidelining alternative or competing per-
spectives (Hearty, 2022). However, more comparative research is required to fully evaluate the
influence of the official status of truth-finding initiatives on public support.

Conclusion
Scholars, policymakers and civil society organisations often emphasise the need for TCs to build
sustainable peace in post-conflict societies as TCs are supposed to heal victim-survivors and
society as a whole (David, 2017; Hall et al., 2018). However, are victims in favour of collecting
testimonies from fellow victims and perpetrators? And what explains their attitudes toward truth-
seeking? In this article, we focused on demands for truth and examined one central mechanism
through which conflict exposure could affect support for TCs, namely, trauma. By doing so, our
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two-stage theory followed a stress-based model of political behaviour in which experiencing con-
flict is thought to lead to psychological trauma, which in turn shapes political attitudes
(Canetti-Nisim et al., 2009; Hirsch-Hoefler et al., 2016). We proposed two opposing mechanisms
to explain how trauma may shape public support for TCs: a defence mechanism may cause trauma
to lower support for TCs because it triggers victims to avoid re-exposure, re-traumatisation and dis-
appointment. In contrast, a closuremechanism may cause psychological distress to increase support
because it prompts victims to see TCs as a possible solution to their lingering traumas and
questions.

We tested our two-stage theory and its competing hypotheses using the comparative PAP survey
data. This approach yielded several findings. First, across the three cases, people were highly sup-
portive of knowing the truth. Notwithstanding minor differences, specific implementations of TCs
enjoyed about as much support as the more general notion of the importance of truth-seeking. This
descriptive finding creates potential tension for policymakers: while citizens strongly support TCs
that reveal names of perpetrators, provide compensation to victims and involve prosecution, these
implementations are also typically more expensive and controversial forms of TJ (Chapman and
Ball, 2001; Grodsky, 2009). Second, although it is often assumed that victims ask for the truth,
we found that this assumption does not always hold empirically. Although conflict exposure
increased support for abstract notions of truth-seeking (to a moderate extent and only in two out
of the three cases), it was unrelated to demands for specific implementations of TCs in all cases
(after accounting for trauma). However, conflict exposure still had an indirect effect on support
for a so-called ‘truth with teeth’ through trauma, yet again to a moderate extent and only in
Nepal and Northern Ireland – where an official TC has not yet concluded or is not foreseen at
all. Based on these findings, we cautiously suggest that it may not be closure as such that explains
how trauma shapes support for truth commissions, but rather the prospective closure utility of
ongoing or potential truth-seeking initiatives. Finally, we found no negative association between
conflict exposure or trauma and support for truth commissions in any of the models or cases, sug-
gesting that (traumatised) victims do not shy away from the truth18 and that country’s experience
with TCs – no matter how extensive or limited – does not lead to pernicious withdrawal effects.

Besides these substantive conclusions, our findings also point to the perils of drawing broad
lessons from single-case studies. Indeed, findings from one context might not necessarily travel
far. For example, had we relied on the case of Guatemala only, we would have concluded that
trauma does not channel the relationship between conflict exposure and support for truth commis-
sions in both abstract and specific terms. Similarly, our study highlights that the measurement of the
concept of interest matters. That is, had we relied on generic support only, we would have over-
stated the direct effect of conflict exposure. Therefore, to advance research in this area, a priority
should be to develop validated measures that can be used comparatively (Adcock and Collier,
2001; Davidov et al., 2014). When developing such measures, researchers should keep in mind
the risk of a ceiling effect and, assuming that baseline support of post-conflict accountability
will be high, seek to develop measures that also capture variance at the upper end of the spectrum.

To conclude, several limitations are worth discussing. First, while we theorised a causal model,
we relied on cross-sectional data. Our design did not allow us to address endogeneity concerns,
beyond controlling for potential confounders. At the same time, setting up a causal design with con-
structs such as conflict exposure and trauma as independent variables (especially a design that is
high in both internal and external validity) is challenging and most likely unethical. Alternative
designs that are somewhat stronger in causal identification, such as natural experiments, panel
designs or matching techniques, could be explored in the future. Second, in the theoretical
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section, we speculated that TCs might offer cognitive and emotional closure through the prospect of
finding out what happened, venting one’s heart, holding those responsible accountable and offering
reparations, among other things. Our outcome measures were chosen to provide an initial indication
of how victims seek closure, and our results show that trauma increases support only for naming
perpetrators and compensating victims. Future research could offer more direct tests of different
closure mechanisms (i.e. the why question) and particularly, disentangle cognitive and emotional
components. Here, one way to go forward could be to investigate differences between direct and
indirect victims, as well as different age groups, as the need to know more about the past may
vary across victim groups. All this would further refine our understanding of the closure potential
of truth commissions.
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Notes

1. The term is borrowed from Ross (2006) who refers to ‘demands for a [TC] report with teeth’ (p. 79). The
notion of ‘toothless commissions’ is also prevalent in Nepali media.

2. On the other hand, war experience is also associated with pro-sociality and civic engagement (Bauer et al.,
2016; Blattman, 2009).

3. Gacaca courts are indigenous grassroots courts conducted by locally elected lay judges and involving the
entire nation. They hold the middle ground between a judicial trial and truth commission, and have been
considered ‘the largest officially driven truth and reconciliation process in the world today’ (Brounéus,
2010: 413).
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4. Note that independent forensic investigations and exhumations also play an important role in providing
information about war crimes (Kovras, 2023), as has also been the case in Guatemala (Duterme, 2023).

5. Note that we are agnostic about which hypothesis is more likely to play out.
6. According to two expert informants interviewed in September 2015, the victims’ organisations in Nepal

had little confidence in the commissions, and the fact that there were two of them complicated matters for
victims who had experienced several types of abuses.

7. At the time, the 2015 electoral roll of registered voters was regarded as the most updated and accurate list
of people 18 years and older in each municipality. The 2002 census was considered out of date owing to
demographic changes like migration, urbanisation and population growth. Also note that the electoral roll
was used to sample PSUs, not individual respondents, so potential biases introduced owing to difference
between registered voters vs. all eligible voters would be small.

8. Since in Northern Ireland, households were drawn directly from the Postcode Address file, they were
evenly distributed across the state and all six counties are well represented, making a map redundant.

9. In Northern Ireland, we added ‘if there was one’ to this statement.
10. An additional, sixteenth item was added in Guatemala (Table D.1).
11. To complicate things further, these categories are not equivalent across our cases. While there are

more ‘pure’ indirect victims in Guatemala (24.68%), the share of respondents who were only
exposed to the conflict via friends and family is much smaller in Northern Ireland (7.98%) and
Nepal (2.10%).

12. There is one exception to this pattern, however, as support for TCs including compensation for victims is
higher in Northern Ireland than in Guatemala.

13. Sixty-five respondents said that they were born after the conflict. The median respondent, born in 1985,
would have been 11 years old at the time the peace agreement was signed.

14. A comparison of model fit indices indicates that the best model is one where only the intercepts of the
measurement model are constrained to be equal across cases (see Table D.3). We also estimate the covari-
ance between the error terms of two PTSD items (ptsd_1 and ptsd_2), as the model comparison indicates a
better fit. The two items belong to the same cluster of symptoms (Han et al., 2016).

15. Beyond our substantive discussion below, a methodological caveat is warranted. Given the high levels of
support for truth commissions, particularly in Nepal (Table 2), some null findings could be attributed to a
ceiling effect. That is, high levels of support and little variance make it increasingly difficult to explain the
variance that does exist (Austin and Brunner, 2003; Šimkovic and Träuble, 2019). Future research should
consider this when designing measures of support for TCs and other TJ mechanisms, assuming that base-
line support will generally be high.

16. On the usefulness of post hoc hypotheses, see Rubin and Donkin (2022: 13), who state that ‘inference to
the best explanation involves a comparative assessment of the most plausible theoretical explanations of
the observed results based on a variety of comparison dimensions’.

17. At the time of writing, the UK Legacy Act has just transferred all investigations of the Troubles to a
newly established body, the Independent Commission for Reconciliation and Information Recovery.
The Act has been heavily criticised by victims’ groups and the main political parties in Northern
Ireland (BBC News, 2024). It remains to be seen how the commission will fulfil its mandate. We
find it indicative of the dominant climate of distrust that a ‘myth-busting’ fact sheet features promin-
ently on the Commission’s webpage (see ‘Myth-Busting Commonly Held Misconceptions about the
ICRIR’, 2024).

18. Truth-telling may still be re-traumatising for those victims who do testify, however, as recounting their
experiences may force them to relive the trauma and distress associated with the original events.
Non-testifying victims and the broader society, on the other hand, may seek truth- and justice-receiving
to cope with the past, as suggested by our results. Hence while individual testimonies may be painful,
the overall societal benefit of truth-receiving remains significant. More research is warranted to explore
this difference between truth-telling and truth-receiving, as this was not the aim of this article and as
our data did not include enough victims who testified to test this.
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