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Reconciliation: A Transformative Tool for Families
in Post-Conflict Environments

Biljana Krsteska - Papi¢*!, Sonaj Bilal?, Osman Emin?

Abstract

Quality of life of families that have gone through military conflicts and
now live in post-conflict regions is closely related to a complex, long-term
and sensitive process of reconciliation. Reconciliation is a conditio sine qua
non for a constructive approach by opposing family structures to the many
challenges in various, yet common aspects of everyday life, such as health,
social, educational, labour, civil rights, etc. Reconciliation deserves to be
considered as a holistic and transformative educational tool of the lifelong
learning platform. Benefits of the reconciliation process (based on capacity
building for dialogue) were observed through longitudinal micro-qualitative
research conducted in post-conflict regions of three Balkan countries. The
research was oriented towards:

+ defining the stages in building dialogue-skills of families;

+ determining the factors for providing and encouraging integrative pro-
cesses between families;

+ monitoring the transformation of the value system in family communi-
ties.

Methodological framework of the research was based and developed using
findings obtained by participant observation and semi-structured and un-
structured interviews with many focus groups of family representatives,
representatives of local self-governments, educational institutions, and rep-
resentatives of political parties, as well as analysis of relevant documenta-
tion. The respondents sample reflected the ethnic, gender, social, educa-
tional, generational, cultural and linguistic diversity. The research findings
affirmed the importance of systematic, planned and strategic guidance of
opposing family representatives through a dialogue that will initiate recon-
ciliation in several stages, with the ultimate goal of: establishing mutual re-
lations through familiarization; building awareness of one’s own viewpoints,
as well as the viewpoints of the others; mutual recognition and acceptance;
detecting common needs and interests and showing support for smooth in-
stitutional operation. Reconciliation is ongoing pedagogical and andragog-
ical challenge, and its implementation should reflect a multidisciplinary
approach that enables the development of a set of competencies and skills

1 Skopje, R. N. Macedonia

2 International Balkan University, Faculty of Education, Department of Psychological Counsel-
ling and Guidance, Skopje, R. N. Macedonia

3 Ss. Cyril and Methodius University, “Blaze Koneski” Faculty of Philology, Skopje, R. N. Macedo-
nia

*Corresponding author: krsteska.papic@yahoo.com

- 370 -



Challenges of Contemporary Families

of family members, which in the long-term leads to transformation of their
personal values.

Keywords: Reconciliation, Transformation, Conflict, Post-Conflict Environ-
ments, Dialogue.

- 371 -



IST INTERNATIONAL CONFERENCE

1. Introduction

Reconciliation plays a critical role in improving the quality of life
for families living in post-conflict environments. As a complex, long-
term, and sensitive process, reconciliation is essential for addressing
the challenges faced by families who have experienced conflict. Beyond
merely restoring peace, reconciliation serves as a transformative edu-
cational tool that builds dialogue and fosters mutual understanding
among opposing groups. In post-conflict settings, reconciliation helps
bridge divides in daily aspects of life, such as health, education, labor,
and civil rights.

This paper explores the transformative power of reconciliation as
a tool for fostering dialogue among families in post-conflict Balkan
regions. Through a longitudinal, micro-qualitative study conducted
across three Balkan countries, the research examines how reconcil-
iation can reshape family structures, values, and interactions. By fo-
cusing on the development of dialogue skills, integrative processes,
and value transformation, the study highlights how reconciliation can
create a foundation for peaceful co-existence in post-conflict societies.

The findings from this research emphasize the need for systematic,
planned, and strategic guidance in promoting reconciliation, with a
particular focus on the role of families. Through dialogue, families can
work toward resolving past conflicts and building a more cohesive and
peaceful future.

2. The Role and Importance of Reconciliation in Post-Conflict
Environments

The reconciliation process should be considered as a complex, mul-
tilayered, and long-term cycle that is crucial for managing opposing
sides in post-conflict social contexts and conditions. The term itself un-
derscores the importance of building peaceful relations and the need
to bridge gaps between hostile and opposing parties. Reconciliation
has a strong impact on the transforming and rebuilding of relations
between communities and groups that were endangered, disrupted,
or entirely severed by violence and conflict. It should occur on both a
horizontal level, by fostering peace-building initiatives between indi-
viduals, and a vertical level, by strengthening relationships between
people and institutions (Clogg, 2021).

Designing and managing reconciliatory commitments, steps, and
efforts requires a unique approach and policy tailored to the specif-
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ic local social and political context. When examining and comparing
global experiences in this field, it becomes clear that reconciliation,
as a long-term effort, is a crucial aspect of this process. However, one
must not overlook the so-called soft component, which includes build-
ing trust, developing collaborative relationships, improving mutual
dialogue, and maintaining peace and harmony within society. These
benefits are essential for the overall well-being and survival, in the
broadest sense, of families who have experienced or are still facing
conflict situations.

The goal of reconciliation, as one of the holistic policy approach-
es, is to foster new connections between people and families, creat-
ing a foundation for better mutual understanding. While reconcilia-
tion does not have to be the only relevant intervention, it is crucial
for building peace in post-conflict periods, as it is closely tied to the
potential for further democratic, economic, cultural, and educational
development. Viewing reconciliation from this perspective highlights
its pedagogical and psychological dimensions, with dialogue serving as
its primary tool.

2.1. Dialogue: A Tool in the Reconciliation Process

The reconciliation process is rooted in dialogue building, which
serves as both a method for gaining insight into the truth and an ap-
proach to life (Bryn, 2015). Dialogue is a key driver of reconciliation be-
cause it actively engages a variety of participants across multiple stag-
es in building channels for understanding and recognizing different,
even opposing, viewpoints, values, beliefs, and historical narratives.
The broad benefits of this approach stem from its unobtrusive nature
- free of any propaganda or advocacy - and its flexible structure, with
the primary goal being for people to learn from one another, following
the “listen-learn-change” cycle. The noble and transformative aspects
of this sensitive process include a deeper understanding of others, the
ability to overcome stereotypes, and the capacity to change personal
viewpoints, seen not as a weakness but as a strength and a personal
capacity (Bryn, 2015).

International experiences (in Northern Ireland, Libya, the South
Caucasus, Georgia, Abkhazia, Ukraine, etc.), as well as field practices
from the Balkans, clearly highlight the need to establish partner net-
works in these efforts, emphasizing the role and impact that families
can have in supporting peace initiatives.
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Understanding the principles of dialogue management is a prereq-
uisite for proper strategic involvement of families as a key pillar in
reconciliation. It outlines the subtle boundary between debate and di-
alogue (Bryn, 2015).

Table 1. Debate - dialogue comparison

Debate Dialogue
The goal is to win The goal is to understand
Convince / argue Explain / tell

Search for the other’s weak argu- Look for the counterpart’s strengths

ment

Talk Listen

Moral judgment Make the counterparts feel safe
Confrontational body language Tolerance

To change one’s opinion is a sign of

Self-discipline/self-criticism
weakness

When initiating the transformative process with families, the
aforementioned specifics should be used to design pedagogical and
psychological approaches that support and facilitate reconciliation,
while also respecting the characteristics of local social and political
context. International experiences offer a clear roadmap for shaping
an algorithm for long-term, systematic, and constructive management
of reconciliation, i.e.:

+ openness, transparency and sense of community in planning the
goals, topics, schedule, methods, etc.;

+ getting to know each other face to face;

+ equal, not similar participants;

+ detecting the easiest and most acceptable common topics;
+ continuous active and careful listening;

+ well prepared questions as support for the development of dia-
logue;
+ right to express personal opinions and experiences;

+ avoiding to ascribe viewpoints to certain groups or sub-groups
because of their particular affiliation or characteristic;

+ comparing experiences, perceptions and practices of participants
with different viewpoints;
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+ respecting the privacy when discussing certain topics;

+ ensuring safe socio-emotional climate for developing and con-
ducting dialogue;
+ continuous and cyclic nature of a dialogue (Bryn, 2015).

To ensure that reconciliation and dialogue pave the way to peace
and harmonious relations in post-conflict circumstances, it is crucial
to establish a broad yet clearly structured network of participants
working together on this task. Positive international experiences sug-
gest involving the following entities in the overall efforts: local political
and municipal authorities and institutions; teachers and educational
authorities; families (including parents, guardians, and students); rep-
resentatives of refugees and displaced persons; and representatives
of the international community. Families play a key role as an inter-
generational and unifying element in interactions and communication
with all other stakeholders.

2.2. Reconciliation of the Balkan Area

The last decade of the 20th century and the beginning of the 21st
century was marked by extensive political turmoil, tension, violence,
and armed aggression in many Balkan countries. The necessity of
continuing (co)existence in a common, shared space - despite later
redefinitions and transformations in territorial, administrative, in-
stitutional, and legislative terms - strongly highlighted the need for
reconciliation, which lasted for years. The Balkan experience in recon-
ciliation is viewed as a relevant and unique approach on the interna-
tional level, offering valuable lessons and recommendations from its
development stages.

The adverse effects of wars in Croatia, Bosnia and Herzegovina,
Kosovo, Serbia, Montenegro, and Macedonia were the primary drivers
behind the planning, organizing, and implementation of hundreds of
dialogue-seminars held over a decade. The initial efforts began in 1995,
led by a group of experts and enthusiasts from the Nansen Academy in
Lillehammer, Norway. They pursued their mission through a network
of Nansen Dialogue Centres in nearly all the former Yugoslav repub-
lics, now independent countries. These centres supported initiatives
to encourage local stakeholders across different countries to engage in
reconciliation efforts. Analysis of the extensive archive and documen-
tation of these activities points to several significant insights:
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+ the complexity of the conflicts in the Balkans can be fully under-
stood only through direct mutual communication, free from me-
dia or political propaganda. The personal involvement of all key
stakeholders fosters an awareness of one’s own position as well
as the positions of others during the conflict;

+ life in segregated societies does not imply everyday living in phys-
ically divided territories;

+ international efforts that focus on peacebuilding through insti-
tutional capacity building often overlook the importance of the
“soft” component, which involves advancing dialogue to break
the transgenerational transfer of viewpoints, stereotypes, and
prejudices towards others;

+ building a network of local dialogue supporters that would re-
flect the diversity of local contexts.

This initiative is the largest international project ever undertaken
by the Nansen Academy and has been internationally recognized, re-
ceiving numerous notable awards.

3. Transformative Role of the Dialogue

In response to the series of tragic events and turmoil in the Bal-
kans over a single decade, which created a pressing need for reconcil-
iation, the research focused on a qualitative analysis of extensive ar-
chives of data, insights, records, and documents. These were compiled
after longitudinal monitoring of the role and impact of reconciliation
in three Balkan countries that have undergone various social and po-
litical transformations and experienced armed violence and aggres-
sion of differing durations and timings. Our research focused on three
key moments: the need for dialogue and reconciliation in Bosnia and
Herzegovina after 1995, Kosovo after 1999, and North Macedonia after
2001. This approach provides a foundation for assessing the benefits of
dialogue and comparing its impact both on a macro level (social inter-
actions) and a micro level - family, as one of proactive social entities.

3.1. Methodological Framework

The research focused on a qualitative analysis of an extensive data-
base created during the planning and implementation of reconcilia-
tion efforts in three Balkan countries from 1998 to 2008. The research
goals were oriented towards:
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+ defining the stages of building dialogue-skills among families;

+ determining the factors for establishing and supporting integra-
tive processes between families;

+ monitoring the transformation of the value system in family
communities.

The methodological framework of the research was developed based
on the advantages of participant observation, as well as semi-struc-
tured and unstructured interviews with various focus groups, includ-
ing family representatives, local government officials, educational in-
stitutions, political party representatives, and an analysis of relevant
documentation. The respondent sample reflected ethnic diversity
(Macedonian, Albanian, Serbian, Croatian, Bosniak origin), as well as
variations in gender, social status, education, generational, cultural,
and linguistic backgrounds (Macedonian, Albanian, Serbian, Croatian,
Bosnian languages). The experiences from all three Balkan countries
underscored the necessity of reciprocity in participation in dialogue
sessions and seminars by all stakeholders. This requirement implied a
broad diversity within all focus groups with which the Nansen Acad-
emy team worked. The analysis focused on sets of statements, testi-
monies, perceptions, values, expectations, and projections for future
developments from all participants in the dialogue seminars, aiming
to identify common topics, challenges, and issues.

Given the extensive data available, the research interest remained
on focus groups composed of family members as crucial agents and
supporters of changes in local environments, which is a prerequisite
for improving relations on a broader societal level.

3.2. Research Findings

Participation of family members was crucial for initiating transgen-
erational changes, which had a definitive and decisive impact on po-
tential qualitative advancements in several areas of life. The findings
will be presented as a cross-section of multi-year monitoring of the
transformations that took place in:

+ 24 family communities (12 Macedonian, 12 Albanian) from the
municipality of Jegunovce;

+ 18 family communities (11 Albanian, 7 Serbian) from the munici-
pality of Novo Brdo;
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+ 36 family communities (15 Bosnian, 21 Croatian) from Prozor-Ra-
ma municipality.

The majority of participating families were traditionally oriented:
in two municipalities with a predominant focus on agriculture as the
primary source of income. The smallest family unit consisted of four
members, while most were larger families with three generations liv-
ing together.

Three focus groups representing family communities from three
different Balkan contexts shared several common characteristics. One
commonality was their rural origins. Another similarity was found in
the significantly larger participation of male family members (grand-
fathers, fathers, and uncles) in dialogue seminars compared to the
much less frequent participation of female members (grandmothers
and mothers). Male family members primarily shared personal family
stories and experiences, and they were also the ones making key deci-
sions that drove transformative processes. What also emerged as a re-
curring experience was the inclusion of multiple male members from
the same families, reflecting generational differences. Extremely rare
were examples and challenges where a unified stance was not estab-
lished within a family unit, considering the possible generational gap.
Encouraging were the cases where the inclusion of one family mem-
ber led to the gradual involvement of the extended family, particularly
when there was a high level of mutual trust and a safe climate within
the focus groups. Profiling the participating families led to another
common characteristic: lower social status and issues with unemploy-
ment in local communities. An additional challenge was that some
male family members had been involved in military conflicts on op-
posing sides, despite originating from nearly the same territory. This
highlights the importance of the reconciliation process, showing that
it aims not only to overcome ethnic challenges and barriers but also to
foster dialogue in divided and deeply segregated societies (Bryn, 2015).

The extensive work of the expert team with groups of parents re-
vealed another specificity: the need not only for conducting dialogue
with the help of facilitators but also for supporting the restoration of
forcibly interrupted connections, relationships, and communication
between the local populations in the targeted municipalities. These
populations had maintained various forms of interaction before the
war, including familial, economic, legal, commercial, educational,
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sports, and cultural connections. Following the outlined algorithm for
providing a reconciliation platform, all steps are reflected through the
summarized benefits for the three focus groups:

+ openness, transparency, and sense of community were crucial in
planning goals, topics, schedules, and methods. Parents consist-
ently played an active and decisive role in negotiating and speci-
fying details for all dialogue seminars and sessions. This included
selecting session locations, tailoring the dynamics of implemen-
tation to their professional and family responsibilities, choosing
relevant topics for the group, and using methods that provided
greater flexibility and autonomy while aligning with their re-
al-life experiences, prior knowledge, and lifestyles. Achieving a
sense of community within the group was a top priority in this
complex process, requiring significant effort to identify common
interests, which in turn enhanced openness, communication, and
connections. It is also important to highlight the effective prac-
tice of holding dialogue seminars in neutral locations - whether
in a home, a neighbouring country, or at the Nansen Academy.
This practice helped shift the focus from local to international,
offering a broader perspective and dimension;

+ getting to know each other face-to-face: in most cases, family
members were able to re-establish relationships interrupted by
the military conflict. The immediate and direct meetings during
the dialogue seminars provided a safe space, allowing partici-
pants to meet, see, and hear each other;

+ equality, not similarity of participants: given the diversity with-
in the focus groups, it was essential to create an environment
where everyone felt equal, rather than similar to others. Despite
potential similarities in individual family settings, it was crucial
for each participant in the reconciliation process to feel equal to
all others. This is why round table discussions were used, titles
were omitted, and speaking time was equally allocated, ensuring
that everyone can be heard and recognized (Bryn, 2015);

+ detecting the easiest, most acceptable common topics: identify-
ing common topics that are both easily acceptable and relevant
is a crucial turning point in shaping and managing dialogue with
families. This is especially important once families recognize
that certain topics are equally relevant and critical for the future
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quality of their lives. Family focus groups typically acted cohe-
sively regarding the perspectives and future well-being of their
children, grandchildren, and descendants, highlighting the im-
portance of the upbringing and educational process. Additional-
ly, a unifying effect was observed in discussions about local infra-
structure, such as water supply networks, the quality and safety
of local roads, and the conditions of local upbringing and educa-
tional institutions;

+ continuous active and attentive listening: it was essential to cre-
ate an atmosphere of empathy and heightened awareness to pre-
vent any type of ignoring or underestimating among the reconcil-
iation parties;

+ well- prepared questions to support dialogue development:
open-ended questions are crucial as they facilitate open commu-
nication between participants and provide diverse perspectives.
In contrast, closed-ended questions, or those requiring concise
answers, as well as questions that resemble an interrogation, are
highly unfavourable for this type of process (Bryn, 2015);

+ right to express personal opinions and experiences: a crucial
message for families participating in reconciliation efforts was
the recognition that their opinions were valued from the outset,
and that no one would be coerced or directed to alter their views;

+ not ascribing viewpoints to certain groups or sub-groups based
on some affiliation or characteristic: it was observed that fam-
ily members developed trust much more easily towards others
in the focus groups after they saw that the expert group did not
encourage any kind of generalizations based on ethnic, religious,
linguistic, cultural origin, level of education, social status, etc.;

+ comparison of experiences, insights and perceptions of partici-
pants with different viewpoints: many participants in the fami-
ly focus groups confirmed that the dialogue seminars provided a
unique opportunity to encounter, for the first time, the diverse
viewpoints, experiences, fears, expectations, and hopes of the
other side, which enabled them to understand the concept of
multiperspectivity;

+ respect for privacy when discussing certain topics: crucial aspect
of conducting the dialogue seminars was the strict rule against
asking questions that could induce fear, shame, unease, or dis-
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comfort among participants, or that might infringe upon their
privacy, political or religious affiliations, family background, and
other sensitive areas;

+ provision of a safe social and emotional climate for developing
and conducting dialogue, which implied the readiness of the ex-
pert team to recognize and address a range of feelings, with dif-
ferent signs, without labelling, ridiculing, or ignoring any partic-
ipant. While the dialogue process is not a therapeutic session, it
should allow space for participants to express joy, sadness, anger,
rage or revolt;

+ dialog must be implemented in continuous and cyclic manner: di-
alogue should not be confined to a specific timeframe but should
continue on later occasions, since it fosters ongoing understand-
ing between participants, which is permanent need and chal-
lenge.

4. Conclusions

Reconciliation through dialogue as the main tool enabled the trans-
formation of values and perceptions within family communities from
different, previously opposing sides. This transformation was encour-
aged by identifying common, important, and relevant topics that fos-
tered cohesion, agreement, complementarity, and support. Hence,
qualitative changes were observed in the statements and actions un-
dertaken by family communities from diverse ethnic backgrounds.
These transformations are reflected in:

+ joint initiatives for educational activities (extracurricular, cur-
ricular, and free courses). A notable example is the municipality
of Jegunovce, where families requested free non-native language
courses, which saw increasing interest from local families. The
initiative was successful because family communities viewed it
as a way to enhance their children’s language skills and compe-
tencies, rather than perceiving it as a threat to their ethnic or
linguistic identity;

+ mutual assurance of safety while moving through the municipal-
ity, particularly in former monoethnic war zones, and negotiat-
ing and coordinating joint activities for children;
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*

the change in one generation within the family most often ini-
tiated transformative processes both horizontally and vertically
within the family. If there was any obstacle to supporting rec-
onciliation steps, it was more frequently observed among family
members directly involved in military actions or among the old-
est members of the families;

mutual support and assistance to families in their local communi-
ties, especially when (in the initial stages of reconciliation) some
were labelled as “traitors” or collaborators with others. Through
the conducted interviews, families reported the discomfort and
unpleasant experiences they faced from their neighbours, fellow
citizens, and compatriots. Despite these challenges, their pri-
mary motivation remained the well-being of their children and
grandchildren;

after the initial positive experiences with the dialogue seminars
and the easing of tense relations, family representatives began
positively influencing their neighbours, relatives, and friends,
thereby expanding the support network. Additionally, the partici-
pation of female family members, particularly mothers, gradually
increased over the following years. Their involvement significant-
ly contributed to the reconciliation process, especially through
their valuable support for intercultural educational activities;

what became evident was the clear separation between past
events that contributed to conflict and violence and the common
aspirations for the future of their descendants. This distinction
served as a guideline for the development of national strategies
that support dialogue as a holistic and effective practice;

the crucial role of the family as a connective tissue in the recon-
ciliation process is evident in cases where central-level decisions
were made without consultation and direct involvement of family
communities. Consequently, these decisions often failed to be
implemented effectively and efficiently. In such circumstances,
some families became sources of significant passive resistance
(due to insufficient information, fear, hasty decisions, unprepa-
red ground, and lack of human capacities and resources);

for an extended period, families played a direct role in supporting
pioneering upbringing and educational efforts to address school
segregation issues, such as two schools operating under one roof,
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ethnic shifts, and instruction in different languages at physical-
ly separated school facilities. Particularly notable were instances
of self-initiated volunteer participation from nearly all families
to improve school infrastructure, all in the best interest of their
children.

The above highlights the potential of families as a key element in
reconciliation and underscores the necessity for their interaction with
all other stakeholders in this complex network of teachers, school gov-
erning bodies, municipal and administrative authorities, and political
parties. Dialogue has made families more visible as active subjects and
pioneers of change, demonstrating that reconciliation efforts cannot
rely solely on immediate centralized decisions that overlook the fami-
ly’s central role. Furthermore, dialogue with families has emphasized
the human dimension in post-conflict settings, addressing aspects
such as children’s upbringing, healthcare, environmental care, music,
food, sports, crafts, and volunteering.

Understanding the other as a mission of reconciliation is closely re-
lated to the essential role of the family in fostering human values and
developing the capacities of future generations. The transformative
power of the family in the reconciliation process stems from its in-
herent capacity for significant and profound influence. This potential
should be harnessed systematically and strategically from psychologi-
cal, pedagogical, and sociological perspectives.
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