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Mistrust between conflict parties after civil war is a major hurdle to sustainable peace. However, existing research focuses
on elite interactions and has not examined the trust relationship between government and rank-and-file members of armed
groups, despite their importance for postconflict stability. We use the unexpected decision of the Colombian government to
extradite top-level former paramilitary leaders to the United States in 2008 to identify how a peace deal reversal influences
ex-combatants’ trust in government. In theory, they may lose trust for instrumental reasons, if they suffer personal costs, or
for normative reasons, if they think the government is failing its commitments. Using quasi-experimental survey evidence,
we find that extradition decreases trust substantially among ex-paramilitaries, but not in a comparison group of ex-guerrillas
not part of the same peace deal. Even though paramilitaries are seen as particularly opportunistic, our evidence suggests that
normative rather than instrumentalist considerations led to trust erosion.

Introduction

A major hurdle to peace after civil war is the lack of trust
between conflict parties. That is why peace negotiations
need mediators (Clayton 2013; Duursma 2014), peace
agreements contain power-sharing provisions (Hartzell and
Hoddie 2007), and agreement implementation requires
the oversight and support of third parties (Walter 2001;
Wantchekon 2004) including peacekeeping forces (Fortna
2010; Ruggeri, Gizelis, and Dorussen 2013). However, liter-
ature on bargaining and postconflict stability tends to look
at conflict parties as unitary actors or at their elites (Walter
2009). Rank-and-file members, assumed to be a skilled la-
bor force for renewed violence (Walter 2004; Nussio 2018),
have received less attention. In this article, we spotlight
low-ranking ex-combatants from nonstate armed groups
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and analyze how they revise their trust in government1 after
demobilization.

During their personal transition from war to peace,
former war participants are expected to disconnect from
wartime trust networks (Tilly 1978, 2005) and instead ac-
cept official governance institutions as the legitimate and
reliable sources of rule, dispute settlement, and economic
redistribution (Humphreys and Weinstein 2007; Gilligan,
Mvukiyehe, and Samii 2013; Kaplan and Nussio 2018; Kreutz
2018). In doing this, they constantly update their informa-
tion about the government and determine whether it is
to be trusted (Cook, Jacobs, and Kim 2010; Barnes, Feller,
Haselswerdt 2018). Broader literature suggests that the
experiences of election-related (Linke 2013) or conflict-
related violence (De Juan and Pierskalla 2016) can ham-
per citizens’ views of the state and reduce their levels of
trust, while an increased sense of protection (Bakke et al.
2017) and providing citizens with needed services (Wong
2016) can raise political trust in conflict-prone and tran-
sitional societies. In this article, we focus on the receiv-
ing end of the trusting relationship and argue that in-
dividuals’ trust in government is constructed or eroded
based on two types of considerations. The first is in-
strumental: does government policy benefit individuals
or not (Hardin 1998; Hutchison and Johnson 2011)? In
line with this type of consideration, the level of trust in
government may be revised based on whether changes
in government policies generate costs or benefits to a given
individual. The second is normative: does the government

1 Trust is the “belief that others will not deliberately or knowingly do us
harm, if they can avoid it, and will look after our interests, if this is possible”
(Newton 2007, 343). Trust in government is understood as a relational attitude
that emerges from accumulated experiences with governmental organizations
and their representatives. We refer to “political trust” and “trust in government”
interchangeably. For a broader overview of political trust, see Zmerli and van der
Meer (2017).
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comply with agreed procedures and promises (Tyler 1990;
Kim 2005; Wong 2016)? According to this consideration,
the level of trust in government may be revised based on
whether changes in government policies are seen as right or
wrong, independent of whether they generate direct costs
or benefits to an individual.

We focus on the dynamics of trust in government
among rank-and-file ex-combatants during a short window
of time—before and after the extradition of the top ex-
paramilitary commanders to the United States—that al-
lows for a quasi-experimental setup. During negotiations
between the Colombian government and progovernment
paramilitary groups about demobilization starting in 2002,
there was a tacit understanding that putting down arms
would be rewarded by a lenient judicial process. This was
particularly important for the top-level commanders, given
that the United States requested their extradition due to in-
volvement in drug-trafficking. A government press release
in April 2004 indicated that extradition could be avoided
for “those who … demonstrate good faith and a will of
amendment” (cited in Arnson 2005). Against this backdrop,
more than thirty-one thousand members of the Colombian
paramilitaries followed the orders of their leaders and de-
mobilized between 2003 and 2006. However, on May 13,
2008, it was announced that, overnight, fourteen of the
top former paramilitary leaders had been extradited to
the United States on drug charges. This event dominated
the news nationwide for several days. While the government
claimed that the extradition was because of continued crimi-
nal activity, it was criticized by the public as a blow to victims’
rights in the transitional justice process and, importantly for
our study, perceived by the paramilitary leaders as a betrayal
of the peace pact. We use this unexpected event as an arbi-
trary cutoff point around which we can explore how such
a policy reversal by the government affects ex-combatants’
trust in government.

From the broader theoretical framework about instru-
mentalist and normative considerations, we deduce observ-
able implications for the case of the Colombian paramil-
itaries. The Colombian paramilitaries are regarded as a
group of particularly opportunistic fighters, who were mo-
tivated largely by personal benefits and often joined the
group as a means of getting a job (Ugarriza and Nussio
2015). Instrumentalist considerations should therefore be
most important for them (Gutierrez and Wood 2014), im-
plying that, if ex-paramilitaries’ trust in government de-
pended exclusively on instrumentalist considerations, we
should see little effect of the extradition. Only a few in-
dividuals in the leadership of the group suffered the per-
sonal costs of this decision. By 2008, most rank-and-file ex-
combatants were not dependent on their patrons any more
for personal security and economic income, as they were en-
rolled in an ambitious reintegration program. In contrast, if
ex-combatants’ trust in government depended on norma-
tive considerations, whether the government behavior was
deemed right or wrong, we should see decreased trust in
government after the extradition.

We analyze these observable implications with data from
a survey of 1,485 demobilized fighters distributed between
February and the end of May 2008—thus both before and
after the extradition announcement. In addition to ex-
paramilitary members, the survey also includes former guer-
rilla fighters who were given incentives to defect and join
the demobilization program individually. While we are pri-
marily interested in the processes through which trust in
government is affected among ex-paramilitary war partic-
ipants, the inclusion of ex-guerrillas in our sample pro-
vides a useful comparison group. Demobilized guerrilla

fighters were not part of the same pact as the collec-
tively demobilized paramilitaries, since they deserted indi-
vidually, while their respective groups continued to fight
against the government (Oppenheim et al. 2015). The
extradition of ex-paramilitary leaders should thus not affect
ex-guerrilla fighters.

We find that the extradition reduces trust in the state with
more than two steps on a seven-step scale among former ex-
paramilitaries—a substantial effect. The negative response
to extradition holds regardless of whether they belonged to
units under the command of the extradited leaders or be-
longed to other bloques. In contrast, ex-guerrilla fighters do
not change their level of trust as a consequence of extradi-
tion. These results speak in favor of normative and against
purely instrumentalist considerations.

Our study makes three contributions to a diverse set of
scholarly literatures. First, we contribute to the literature on
bargaining and postconflict stability by relaxing the mono-
lithic understanding of conflict parties and by instead ex-
ploring trust dynamics among rank-and-file ex-combatants.
Our findings suggest that postconflict bargaining is not
just between the government and elites of armed groups,
but essentially a bargaining process with each individual
ex-combatant. This is important as the risk of sliding into
pervasive low-intensity nonconflict violence after peace is a
common scenario for today’s postconflict countries (Boyle
2014, Deglow 2016; Gartner and Kennedy 2018). Destroying
trust in government among ex-combatants likely contributes
to such dynamics (Kaplan and Nussio 2018). In fact, the
demobilization of paramilitaries in Colombia was followed
by an increase in criminal violence in several paramilitary-
dominated regions.

Second, we contribute to the literature on disarmament,
demobilization, and reintegration (DDR). This literature
has often focused on material provisions and specific pro-
gramming elements (Gilligan et al. 2013). As in other stud-
ies (Kilroy and Basini 2018), our survey indicates that care-
ful reintegration programming can foster increased trust
among ex-combatants. Before the extradition, the reinte-
gration agency was the most trusted Colombian institution
among former war participants. However, our study also
shows that high-level government action can easily destroy
the slowly growing dividends of a reintegration program.

Third, we contribute to the broader literature about trust
creation and erosion, and our findings may resound in stud-
ies on economic development, state formation, and good
governance (Almond and Verba 1963; Putnam 1993; Muller
and Seligson 1994; Askvik, Jamil, and Nath Dhakal 2011;
Hutchison and Johnson 2011). Political trust is usually stud-
ied cross-sectionally rather than in a longitudinal setting,
making it difficult to establish the mechanisms behind the
correlation between institutional performance and trust in
government (Tilly 2005; Lewicki, Tomlinson, and Gillespie
2006). Not only do we present data with a longitudinal char-
acter, it is from a setting of still-ongoing civil conflict—
arguably one of the most challenging contexts for establish-
ing trust in government (Widner 2004; Linke 2013; De Juan
and Pierskalla 2016). The sudden reversal of government
behavior analyzed in our study provides a rare window into a
case of trust destruction. Consistent with broader literature
on trust in government and legitimacy, we find that a merely
instrumental understanding of trust is inadequate (Tyler
1990) even for former members of nonstate armed groups.

In the next section, we outline our theoretical expecta-
tions in greater detail and deduce observable implications
for how the “shock” of extradition could be expected to af-
fect ex-combatants in Colombia. This is followed by a qual-
itative account of the Colombian civil conflict, the issue of
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extradition, and the trajectories of violence after paramili-
tary demobilization. We then present the empirical strategy
and the main quantitative results, followed by a discussion
of our findings.

Theory

By its very nature, civil conflict reveals that citizens are not
fully trusting the state to rule or accepting its legitimacy.
In the Colombian case, discontent with how the state was
organized led to the mobilization of left-wing guerrillas in
the 1960s, while disapproval of how the state handled this
threat facilitated the subsequent formation of right-wing
paramilitaries. Scholars have identified that the biggest chal-
lenge after a peace accord consists of managing the security
concerns between former opponents who must share the
postconflict society (Hartzell, Hoddie, and Rothchild 2001;
Huntington 2006). Without the intervention of a third party,
as in the case of Colombia, the only actor with capacity for
this is the government. But why should members of armed
groups trust the government to succeed where it has failed
before?

In states that experience contentious politics manifested
as large-scale protests or civil war, trust in government is
not static but should be understood as a process of con-
stant renegotiation of the state-citizen contract. The pres-
ence of alternative de facto sources of protection and gov-
ernance (Migdal 1988; Mampilly 2012; Arjona 2017) means
that citizens can choose to what extent government institu-
tions constitute a reliable partner for regulating their liv-
ing situation and thus form part of their trust networks.
These trust networks do not necessarily include political and
state institutions. According to Tilly (2005, 44), trust net-
works are “named, bounded, internally communicating sets
of relations entailing mutual obligations,” which—if they in-
clude state institutions—provide the “contingent consent”
that make citizens comply with costly demands made by gov-
ernment and thus facilitate improved institutional perfor-
mance (Levi 1997). Importantly, trust networks are made up
of flexible, primarily interpersonal, relations rather than for-
mal structures of governance, and it is by no means certain
that they are linked to state institutions or political life. Net-
works can for example be established along kinship lines,
along geographic spaces (neighborhood communities), or
around religious or other shared identities (such as sup-
port for sports teams), without any political purpose or role.
However, these networks can also effectively undermine the
ability of the state to govern by offering alternative gover-
nance structures that citizens deem as “more reliable and ef-
fective” than official institutions. The demand for such non-
state institutions is typically greater when citizens perceive a
weak capacity or willingness of the state to provide security,
justice, or economic development for a community (García-
Sánchez 2014; Matanock and García-Sánchez 2018).

Scholars have identified that trust networks in civil con-
flict societies are to a large extent linked to nonstate gov-
ernance institutions, creating a challenge for a transition to
peace. This is a consequence of both local absence of state
presence and deliberate choices from nonstate actors to cre-
ate “rebel governance” (Mampilly 2012). As summarized by
Kreutz (2018, 224), “a central objective of most armed ac-
tors is to co-opt or create social, political, and economic net-
works to bolster their legitimacy and base of support. At the
end of the conflict, the challenge for the state becomes per-
suading citizens (both ex-combatants and others) to place
greater trust in public institutions than in what remains of
these conflict networks.” For the case of ex-combatants, we
suspect that trust in government is particularly volatile and

sensitive to even slight changes of policy, since they have
individual-level experience of rejecting state institutions as
the sole legitimate source of justice, security, and economic
provision.

Recent scholarship has often focused on how state ca-
pacity and performance has important consequences for
the formation of trust (Hutchison and Johnson 2011, 2017;
Godefroidt, Langer, and Meuleman 2017), especially if ser-
vices provided by the state meet the needs of citizens (Wong
2016). Additionally, studies have focused on the impact of
violence (related to civil wars, elections, and crime) on trust
in government since violent events reveal the capacity of
governments to protect their citizens (Bakke et al. 2014).
In contrast to the rallying-around-the-flag effects of threats
from the outside that often increase trust (Hetherington
and Nelson 2003), such internal violence has largely nega-
tive consequences for political trust (Linke 2013; Corbacho,
Philipp, and Ruiz-Vega 2015; De Juan and Pierskalla 2016;
Gates and Justesen 2016). Studies on the dynamics of trust
are less common than cross-national comparisons, and they
have mostly examined the United States or Western Euro-
pean countries. This literature has shown that citizens’ trust
in government largely responds to changes in government
performance (Keele 2007; Van Erkel and Van der Meer
2016), but there is no consistent negative effect after high-
profile political scandals (Citrin and Stoker 2018).

In our theorizing, we contribute to this latter field by fo-
cusing on the receiving end of the trusting relationship: the
citizens and their interpretation of government decisions.
We argue that instrumentalist and normative considerations
are decisive for building or destroying their trust in govern-
ment in a given situation.

According to the instrumentalist view, citizens primarily
evaluate their individual economic and social conditions
as an effect of state performance, and trust is essentially
determined by the payoffs a certain policy or regime of-
fers for the individual (Cheibub et al. 1996; Hardin 1998;
Van de Walle and Bouckaert 2003, Hutchison and Johnson
2011). Citizens thus weigh the costs and benefits emerg-
ing from government policy. While collective goods might
be more important than personal benefits for the gen-
eral public (Kinder and Kiewiet 1979), personal costs and
benefits might be particularly important for our target
population, ex-combatants, who may hold individual level
grievances and high levels of initial distrust toward the state
(Oppenheim and Söderström 2018). Key concerns for for-
mer war participants include their physical and economic se-
curity. Violence has featured prominently in their lives, and
threats from the past may persist in the present particularly
if some, but not all, warring sides demobilize at the same
time as was the case in Colombia (Nussio and Howe 2016).
Further, ex-combatants tend to become unemployed after
demobilization, making their economic situation a salient
issue (Blattman and Annan 2016). This is particularly impor-
tant if they had joined the conflict as a means for getting a
job, such as was the case for the Colombian ex-paramilitaries
(Ugarriza and Nussio 2015).

Normative considerations about government-citizen in-
teractions are a second source of trust formation and ero-
sion (Tilly 2005) (i.e., are government decisions consid-
ered right or wrong?). Key to normative considerations is
whether governments follow fair procedures, independent
of citizens’ personal interests. This includes the perceptions
of procedural justice in the interaction with state officials
as an important source of legitimacy, which in turn favors
law-abiding behavior (Tyler 1990). Related research on ac-
countability, honesty, and moral leadership points to a sim-
ilar source of trust as Tyler’s procedural justice theory and
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highlights the importance of maintaining earlier commit-
ments (Raiser 2003; Kim 2005). Citizens are attentive to
the responsiveness of institutions and evaluate the quality
of government in the form of the difference between the
expected and actual performance of the institution (Nussio
et al. 2019).

While it is difficult to clearly separate instrumentalist and
normative considerations (see below), we can deduce two
observable implications from this broader theoretical rea-
soning for Colombian ex-combatants and how their trust in
the state could be affected by the 2008 extradition of for-
mer paramilitary leaders. First, given that the risk of extra-
dition was constrained to those individuals that the United
States had officially requested, most of the rank-and-file
were not personally affected. In accordance with instrumen-
talist considerations, the extradition should thus not lead to
decreased trust in government.2 Second, if ex-combatants
behave in line with normative considerations, the policy de-
cision of the government to extradite former leaders should
be perceived as a break with the peace deal and thus con-
sidered wrong. This should only apply for those who con-
sider themselves included in the peace accord as a means
of regulating the postconflict government-citizen relations.
Consequently, this provides a second observable implica-
tion: that trust in government would be reduced among ex-
paramilitaries but not ex-guerrillas.

The above can be summarized in the following two hy-
potheses:

H1: If trust in government is based on instrumental considerations,
then rank-and-file ex-combatants should not have decreased trust
after extradition.

H2: If trust in government is based on normative considerations,
then only those rank-and-file ex-combatants that are parties to an
agreement (i.e., ex-paramilitaries) should have decreased trust after
extradition.

Finally, we are aware that instrumentalist and normative
considerations can easily be confused. If the government
does not stick to a commitment that does not generate di-
rect costs to rank-and-file ex-combatants (like extradition),
this might still signal to them that, in the future, the govern-
ment might also not live up to a commitment that affects
them directly (their personal juridical situation). However,
we take this uncertainty about the future to be grounded
in a normative rather than instrumental perspective, as any
unfair government behavior today may at some point later
come back and generate costs in the future.

The Colombian Context

The Colombian armed conflict has involved left-wing in-
surgents, founded throughout the 1960s and 1970s (FARC
(Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia, Revolu-
tionary Armed Forces of Colombia); ELN (Ejército de
Liberación Nacional, National Liberation Army); M-19
(Movimiento 19 de Abril, The April 19th movement); EPL
(Ejército Popular de Liberación; Popular Liberation Army),
and other smaller groups), fighting against government
forces and right-wing antiguerrilla paramilitaries. Paramil-
itary groups emerged in the 1980s in several regions of
Colombia mostly in response to the expansion of guerrilla

2 However, if ex-combatants still relied on the networks led by their former
leaders, then this event should be followed by decreased trust in government, as
it exerted direct costs on them. We also explore this alternative variant of the
instrumentalist view in the empirical analysis.

groups and siding with the government forces, thus clas-
sifying as a progovernment militia. They were initially fi-
nanced by large landowners and drug-traffickers and sup-
ported by elements of the armed forces (Duncan 2006).
In the 1990s, a national expansion plan of the paramilitary
groups led to the 1997 establishment of an umbrella organi-
zation called AUC (Autodefensas Unidas de Colombia—United
Self-Defense of Colombia). Around the year 2000, the AUC
was the armed actor responsible for the most severe human
rights violations, most importantly forced displacement and
massacres of civilian population as a strategy to undercut
support to guerrillas (CNMH 2013).

Negotiations, Demobilization, and Extradition

In 2002, the newly elected government of Álvaro Uribe be-
gan negotiations with the AUC with the stated aim of restor-
ing a monopoly of force in the hands of the state. This
initiative was well received as the paramilitaries largely sup-
ported Uribe and his “heavy-handed approach against the
guerrilla” (El Universal 2009). Carlos Castaño, the foremost
leader of the AUC, said that Uribe was convenient for the
country, because he was the closest to the AUC’s ideology
(Aranguren 2001), and rank-and-file combatants agreed,
“Uribe is wonderful. … He could relate to the comman-
ders, he has the same ideology, he’s against the FARC.”3 The
AUC leadership declared a unilateral ceasefire in late 2002
(which was violated repeatedly) and signed a peace agree-
ment with the government in 2003, outlining the disarma-
ment and collective demobilization of thirty-one thousand
troops between 2003 and 2006. At the same time, guerrilla
members who individually demobilized (i.e., defected) from
their groups were given access to similar reintegration assis-
tance and legal protection. More than twenty thousand did
so between 2003 and 2016 and usually moved to larger cities
to distance themselves from their former comrades and in
search for jobs.

During negotiations, the AUC leadership were particu-
larly keen on striking a deal regarding extradition.4 Many of
them were requested by the United States for trial on drug-
trafficking charges and some might even have joined the
AUC specifically to conceal their drug-trafficking role, be
recognized as conflict actors, and thereby avoid extradition.
In Colombia at the time, extradition requests were received
by the Foreign Ministry and examined by the Supreme
Court, but it was the president who had the final say. With
Uribe in power, AUC leaders perceived an opportunity to
negotiate a deal to avoid extradition to the United States
and receive a favorable legal treatment for acts of violence
in exchange for demobilization (Semana 2002). The topic
of extradition was never explicitly included in any of the
agreements, but the government announced repeatedly that
those who participated in the peace process (the AUC mem-
bers) would not be extradited to the United States (Arnson
2005, 5).

After demobilization, paramilitary leaders responsible for
war crimes had to comply with the transitional justice law
“Ley de Justicia y Paz,” which mandated telling the “truth”
about wrongdoings and repairing victims to be eligible for
reduced prison sentences (five to eight years). This led

3 Interview with ex-paramilitary from Héroes de Granada block in Medellín,
February 2009.

4 Extradition is a politically loaded question in Colombia, as the drug cartels
fought a bloody war against the government to avoid extradition during the 1980s
(CNMH 2013). This violent confrontation even led to a prohibition of extradition
for Colombian nationals between 1991 and 1997.
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to the 2007 “parapolítica” scandal, as witness statements re-
vealed that a large number of politicians had collaborated
with or received funds from the paramilitaries. Sixty mem-
bers of congress were sentenced to jail until 2013 (Ver-
dad Abierta 2013). At the same time, rumours emerged
about AUC leaders continuing to be involved in illegal busi-
nesses from their prison cells (CNRR 2007; International
Crisis Group 2008). Also, informed observers were aware
that the government prepared evidence to justify a possi-
ble extradition of paramilitary leaders.5 Eventually, the gov-
ernment extradited thirteen well-known top AUC leaders in
the early morning of May 13, 2008.6 While the government
had threatened to extradite leaders who committed crimes,
these news came as a shock to the Colombian population,
the extradited leaders themselves (El Universal 2009), and
their former subordinates.

Officially, extradition was in response to their continued
involvement in illegal activities, but critical observers ar-
gued that it was intended to silence paramilitary leaders
and protect members of the government from the para-
política scandal. Just weeks earlier had the investigation
led to the arrest of President Uribe’s cousin (and sena-
tor) Mario, and the actual extradition was ordered after
the closure of the Supreme Court for the day and com-
pleted before it opened the next morning (Sontag 2016).
When the news broke, the extradition was heavily criti-
cized as undermining victims’ rights to truth and justice
as the truth-telling process of the extradited leaders came
to a halt (CNMH 2015). Most importantly for us, the ex-
tradition came as a surprise to the former AUC members
and as a “betrayal” of their agreements: a word famously
called out by one of the extradited leaders—Rodrigo “Jorge
40” Tovar—as he boarded the plane to the United States
(Noticias24 2008; Verdad Abierta 2009). A similar view was
held by nonextradited former members of the AUC, includ-
ing a former midlevel commander of the Bloque Norte who
said that Uribe played his leaders and betrayed them when
he was strong enough.7 Several of the most powerful and
well-known paramilitaries were extradited, including Salva-
tore Mancuso, Ramiro “Cuco” Vanoy, Diego “Don Berna”
Murillo, and Rodrigo “Jorge 40” Tovar. These four leaders
were strongmen in their respectively controlled areas and
led about eleven thousand troops belonging to the Cór-
doba, Catatumbo, Mineros, Heroes of Tolová, and Norte
blocks of the AUC.

Dynamics of Violence after Demobilization and Extradition

Our primary interest in this article are the effects of extra-
dition on trust in government. However, a short overview
of the violence patterns before and after extradition pro-
vides us with the necessary context to situate the relevance
of our research question. While the fighting between guer-
rillas and the government continued during and after the
paramilitary demobilization, the overall level of violence in
Colombia decreased which, at least partially, particularly for
the homicide rate, can be attributed to the AUC demobi-
lization (Bello 2009; Restrepo and Muggah 2009). The tra-
jectories of violence varied, however, greatly across regions

5 Interview with anonymous representative of international organization lo-
cated in Colombia during the paramilitary demobilization process, October 2017.

6 Another leader, Carlos Mario Jimenez-Naranjo, alias “Macaco,” who very bla-
tantly had maintained his drug-trafficking activities, was extradited already on May
7, for a total of fourteen extraditions in the same week.

7 Interview with former midlevel commander of the Bloque Norte, Bogotá,
October 2009.
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Figure 1. Municipality homicide rate trends, 2003–2014

(Howe 2012; Krakowski 2015; Daly 2016; Nussio and Howe
2016).

Figure 1 shows the average homicide rates in municipali-
ties where ex-paramilitary groups concentrated to surrender
their weapons and the rest of the country.8 Consistent with
qualitative evidence, the municipalities where paramilitary
demobilization occurred (usually former stronghold areas)
experienced on average higher homicide rates throughout
the period, but it was also in these areas that the demobiliza-
tion correlated with a substantial initial decline in violence.
In absolute numbers, from a high of 92.4 average homi-
cides per one hundred thousand inhabitants in 2003, mu-
nicipalities with paramilitary demobilization decreased to
42.7 homicides by the end of the demobilization process in
2006. Violence escalated somewhat in these areas in 2007–
2008, with a substantial increase after extradition in 2009–
2012,9 in contrast to the continued declining trend in the
rest of the country.

Previous studies on violence in Colombia have estab-
lished that the high probability of violence in these for-
merly paramilitary dominated regions is influenced by the
legacy of conflict and lack of government presence (Daly
2016; Steele 2017), but those factors cannot account for
the timing of the upsurge in violence after demobilization.
In contrast, qualitative accounts show that the extradition
of top leaders led to in-fighting between second-tier crim-
inal leaders in areas like Medellín and Córdoba, even as
leaders were able to control criminal activities from their
prison cells (Massé 2011; CNMH 2015, 2017). For example,
the extradition of “Don Berna” led to in-fights not only in
his hometown Medellín and the associated Oficina de En-
vigado criminal organization, but also in the Córdoba de-
partment where the more rurally oriented Paisas organi-
zation operated (McGovern 2016). Medellín experienced
higher homicide rates in 2008 and 2009 after a period of
relatively low levels of violence. In Córdoba, killings that in-
creased overall already in 2007 increased further in 2008.
Among the victims were eighty demobilized ex-combatants
in that year, compared to thirteen in 2006 and thirty-two in
2007 (Munévar and Nussio 2009, 104). A representative of
the reintegration program (ACR) described that after the

8 Data on homicide rates taken from CEDE Panel Data (Universidad de los
Andes); demobilization location taken from Alto Comisionado Para la Paz, “Pro-
ceso de paz con las autodefensas: Presentación general” (Kline 2012, 515–16).

9 As Medellín is by far the largest municipality among paramilitary demobi-
lization areas, the curve partially reflects dynamics in Medellín. However, when
taking Medellín out, the pattern remains even though the timing of increase in
homicide differs somewhat (in 2010–2011). See online appendix.
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extradition of “Don Berna,” his former soldiers left the rein-
tegration program as they had only participated because of
his orders.10

A move away from engagement with the reintegration
program does not necessarily mean that ex-combatants turn
to violence. However, the betrayal discourse was used to
explain the remobilization into neoparamilitary organiza-
tions (often referred to as Bandas Criminales or BACRIM),
according to a representative of the reintegration program
(Howe 2012). Even though such organizations started to
form immediately after the DDR process concluded in 2006
(MAPP-OEA 2006), they multiplied and motivated their
presence through the betrayal discourse in public state-
ments and threat letters after 2008. One example of such a
threat letter sent to a social activist in Córdoba stated, “[w]e
are going to charge the Colombian state for the betrayal of
this government of our chiefs.”11

To conclude, the extradition was accompanied by an in-
crease in localized violence, provided follower organizations
of the demobilized paramilitaries with discursive ammuni-
tion, moved paramilitary networks further away from gov-
ernment oversight, and accelerated the process of violent
criminal renewal. Our analysis cannot establish a causal link
between distrust in government and violent remobilization.
However, qualitative evidence indicates a plausible link be-
tween the extradition and the subsequent escalation of vio-
lence in 2008 and 2009 in the form of increased in-fighting
and dissatisfaction among ex-combatants.

Empirical Strategy

To assess the observable implications of how government
policy affects trust among rank-and-file, we employ a quasi-
experimental setup where the extradition of ex-paramilitary
leaders to the United States constitute a “shock” in an oth-
erwise comparable sample. We use data from a 2008 ex-
combatant survey administered by the Fundación Ideas para
la Paz (FIP), a Colombian foundation with a long history of
working on conflict issues, in collaboration with the High
Advisory for Reintegration (ACR) and funded by the Cana-
dian government.12 The survey was administrated by vari-
ous regional teams between February 5, 2008, and May 31,
2008, and covered a sample of 1,485 ex-combatants from
different armed groups, including 846 mostly rank-and-file
ex-combatants of the AUC.13 Approximately 1,362 respon-
dents (91.7 percent) were surveyed before May 13 and 98
respondents from May 13 onward.14

The main independent variable for our analysis is based
on the timing of the interview and whether it occurred be-
fore or after the extradition “shock.” As all individuals in-
terviewed are drawn from the same underlying sampling
procedure, the subsamples of respondents before and af-
ter this date are in expectation not systematically different.15

As with most research on former war participants, it is chal-

10 Interview with representative of ACR, Medellín, April 2017.
11 Letter shown by a social activist during an interview in Montería, November

2010.
12 The original aim of the survey was to explore the effect of reintegration

efforts, and it has also been used in other studies, including Oppenheim et al.
(2015), Daly (2016), and Kaplan and Nussio (2018), but not to explore the extra-
dition of paramilitary leaders as an exogenous source of variation.

13 Like other studies on ex-combatants, our sample does not include the ap-
proximately seventeen thousand demobilized fighters who did not participate in
the ACR program in 2008.

14 Five observations had to be dropped as there was not sufficient documenta-
tion to establish the timing of their interview.

15 Since sampling is not completely random, we use a series of procedures
to account for potentially existing differences. Crucially, for nine of seventeen

lenging to adequately draw a sample of the relevant popu-
lation since ex–combatants may choose to live in anonymity
after demobilization, may choose to abstain from DDR ac-
tivities, or may have resumed illegal and violent activity in
other armed groups or criminal organizations. To address
this challenge, FIP implemented two different procedures
to adequately sample various subpopulations of interest.

First, a completely random sample of 944 ex-combatants
(64 percent of the sample) was drawn from the ACR’s
database that contains information about everyone who de-
mobilized through any of their programs. These were di-
rectly contacted and surveyed by ACR officials from regional
reintegration centers.16 Second, to increase the subsamples
among undersampled ex-combatants who either were un-
derage at the time of demobilization or had participated
in more comprehensive reintegration programs, a second
stratified sample was identified from ex-combatants who
settled in Colombia’s major cities. This included 132 ex-
combatants who had participated in joint microenterprise
projects, 197 participants in microbusiness projects, and
212 underage ex-combatants who were not selected under
perfectly random conditions. Our total sample is 232 fe-
male and 1,253 male ex-combatants in seventy-three differ-
ent municipalities in nineteen departments.17 To connect
ex-paramilitaries with one of the thirty-seven different AUC
subgroups (bloque) they had belonged to, we matched their
(self-reported) month and location of demobilization with
information about the demobilization process from the Alto
Comisionado Para La Paz (Kline 2012).

Dependent Variables

We use as dependent variables, on a 1 (no) to 7 (much)
scale, three measures of ex-combatant’s trust in govern-
ment, the reintegration agency (ACR), and government in-
stitutions. The first two consist of their answers to direct
questions about their confidence in the state and the rein-
tegration program, while we measure trust in institutions
with an index made up equally by their answers regarding
confidence in the national government, the justice system,
Congress, the Constitutional Court, and the political par-
ties.18 This provides us with the respondents’ overall view
of the state that is comparable with survey findings from
other postconflict settings, their opinion toward the practi-
calities of the reintegration program, and their view on the
institutions responsible for the extradition decision. Similar
to other indicators of trust, it is not possible to distinguish
whether ex-combatants think of the respective institution or
the officials representing those institutions when answering
those survey questions (Marien 2017). However, we believe
that, in the setup of this quasi-experimental study based on
one country and one specific set of respondents, resulting
biases are minimized. As an additional indicator of whether
extradition had a negative effect on respondents’ trust in
government, we explore information about their view on the
government’s performance on a series of different policy
issues.

surveyed departments (containing 1,261 respondents [85%]), we have data both
prior- and postextradition—and results are robust for using only this sample. See
web appendix.

16 Sampling procedures are described in “Encuesta a desmovilizados, Ficha
técnica (Technical Sheet),” Fundación Ideas para la Paz, Bogotá, June 2008.

17 It is not possible to identify the type of sampling used for each subject in the
database since some individuals in the populations that were oversampled using
the secondary procedures were included in the initial random sample as well.

18 This is the same variables used by the AmericasBarometer surveys for “belief
in the political legitimacy of institutions” (Rodriguez and Seligson 2008).
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Table 1. Descriptive statistics: trust in government and policies

Ex-paramilitary Ex-guerrilla National*

Trust in:
State 4.78 4.08
Reintegration 5.60 4.76
Institutions 3.94 3.43 3.43

National government 5.05 4.17 4.78
Justice system 4.05 3.62 4.38
Constitutional court 4.20 3.83 4.34
Congress 3.38 3.11 4.09
Political parties 2.94 2.52 3.45
Armed forces 4.44 3.68 4.94
Police 3.37 2.94 4.53

Government ability to…
Protect democracy 4.99 4.30
Fight corruption 5.12 4.34 4.36
Protect human rights 5.23 4.37 4.68
Resolve armed conflict 5.08 4.26 4.41
Economic development 4.51 3.78
Provide security 5.20 4.52 4.71
Decrease unemployment 3.93 3.44 3.82
Decrease poverty 3.78 3.08 4.02

Notes: (1) Average opinion among ex-paramilitaries and ex-guerrillas
asked prior to extradition. (2) *National average from the 2008 Ameri-
casBarometer (Rodríguez and Seligson 2008).

Table 1 provides descriptive statistics for these variables
before extradition, which indicates that ex-paramilitaries
had greater trust in government—as well as in the armed
forces and the police—than ex-guerrillas. Compared with
the national average (Rodríguez and Seligson 2008),19 ex-
paramilitaries have lower trust in a series of specific govern-
ment institutions but higher trust in the national govern-
ment and the government’s ability to implement policies.
Ex-guerrillas have the lowest levels of trust and government
capability perceptions in all variables. Both ex-paramilitaries
and ex-guerrillas have the most trust in the reintegration
agency. This is likely a result of close and continued en-
gagement with this specific government branch, as one ex-
combatant noted about his own process in an interview: “If
they’d wanted to put you in prison, they would have done it
long ago. And why would they have paid all of these courses
and studies? They wouldn’t have invested money in that. But
at first, we were kind of distrustful.”20

Control Variables

We control for several possible confounding variables that
may influence individuals’ political trust, taken from the sur-
vey instrument. First, we control for individual-level char-
acteristics in the form of age, gender (female = 1), and
whether respondents reside in urban or rural areas, mainly
to check for potential sample composition disparities. Sec-
ond, many studies on trust in postconflict settings explore
individuals’ prior exposure to violence (Linke 2013), but we
expect that this is a feature for everyone in our ex-combatant
sample. However, their responsibility for the perpetration of
violence may matter, so we include variables for whether hav-
ing troops under their command during the conflict leads to
lower trust. We also control for whether they received ideo-

19 Data from the 2008 Latin American Public Opinion Project (LAPOP) sur-
vey in Colombia can be found here: www.obsdemocracia.org

20 Interview with anonymous ex-combatant in Tierralta, April 29, 2009.

logical training by their group, as such socialization into the
group has been found in earlier research with lower trust in
government (Nussio and Oppenheim 2014; Hetherington
and Rudolph 2015). Third, we control for ex-combatants’
education (a scale from 1 [no education] to 11 [postgradu-
ate studies]) and their current economic situation. The lat-
ter is self-reported on whether they consider their economic
situation as much worse (1) to much better (5) to their
situation during the conflict. We expect that respondents
with an easier transition to civilian life will have greater trust
in government (Phayal, Khadka, and Thyne 2015). Fourth,
we control for respondents links to former comrades by a
variable indicating whether they have moved to another de-
partment after demobilization and a variable that captures
whether they remain in contact with former comrades-in-
arms.21

Research Design

To explore the effect of the extradition on ex-war par-
ticipants’ trust, we employ multiple estimation techniques
moving from a basic model that only explores the quasi-
experimental nature of our pre- and postdesign to increas-
ingly disaggregated models. The advantage of our data is
that we can compare the levels of trust in government before
and after extradition and, using mild continuity assump-
tions, isolate the effect of this “shock” on largely similar re-
spondents without adding a battery of control variables. We
first identify the change in trust among all ex-participants
following the extradition of paramilitary leaders. For this, we
estimate a sharp regression discontinuity design as follows:

Td = α + ρEd + γ d + Xd + εd (1)

where Td is the average trust level at day of interview d, the
intervention dummy for extradition Ed , the parameter ρ
captures the immediate effect at extradition, and a linear
control for time captured by γ . To identify the functional
forms of pre-and postextradition trust trends, we use
data-driven optimization of fit using the rdrobust package
(Calonico, Cattaneo, and Titiunik 2014). This effectively
controls for the possibility that trust was declining across
all of the sample over time rather than as an effect of the
extradition policy. While our data was collected prior and
post the extradition cutoff, the distribution of interviews is
not even across the temporal duration of the survey period.
This means that data-driven optimization is not possible due
to a limited sample when analyzing only guerrillas or only
paramilitaries. For these analyses—and when we add covari-
ates, Xd—we estimate the change in trust levels across the
complete period. As our dependent variable is a seven-step
scale, a suitable technique is ordered logit regression.22

In addition to interpreting split samples and interaction
effects in the regression discontinuity setup, we also estimate
difference-in-difference models to identify the change in
perceptions after extradition between ex-paramilitaries (the
treated group) and the ex-guerrillas (the control group)
who did not participate in the peace pact (Athey and Imbens
2006). In extending the analysis, we also investigate whether
ex-paramilitaries who have served under the extradited

21 This variable differs substantially between ex-paramilitaries and ex-
guerrillas due to different demobilization modalities. Most ex-paramilitaries re-
settled where they came from (more than 70% in total according to) even though
that may not have been where they had been fighting, while ex-guerrillas had to
go into hiding to avoid punishment from their former group.

22 All presented results are robust when estimated with OLS regression in-
stead, see online appendix.
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Table 2. Sharp regression discontinuity estimations of change in trust
after extradition, local polynomial regression

Type of standard errors

DV: Trust in Conventional Bias-corrected Robust N Bandwith

State −2.07** −2.42** −2.42** 1438 4.48
(1.02) (1.02) (1.12)

Reintegration −0.34 −0.30 −0.30 1452 5.41
(0.58) (0.58) (0.69)

Institutions −1.29* −1.20* −1.20 1298 3.38
(0.68) (0.68) (0.93)

Notes: (1) Local linear regressions with local linear-quadratic bias-
correction estimate and a triangular kernel. (2) Standard errors in
brackets. (2) Statistical significance levels: *p < 0.1, **p < 0.05,
***p < 0.01.

leaders are more affected than those demobilized from
other bloques.

The difference-in-difference model takes the following
form:

Ygt = ∝ +β act org + γ ext radit iont

+ δrDD
(
act org ∗ ext radit iont

) + Xgt + εgt (2)

where act org is a dummy variable indicating respon-
dents that are ex-paramilitary as opposed to ex-guerrilla,
ext radit iont is a dummy indicating interviews conducted af-
ter extradition, and the interaction of these two. The coeffi-
cient of the interaction term of act org and ext radit iont , δrDD
represents the difference-in-difference estimator (our main
interest in this setup), which captures the effect of extradi-
tion on trust across groups. Xgt is a set of control variables.

Results

Regression Discontinuity Analysis

Our first hypothesis states that, if trust in government
was purely a function of instrumental considerations, then
the extradition of jailed ex-paramilitary leaders should not
decrease the trust among ex-combatants. We first exam-
ine this aspect using data on all former war participants
including both ex-paramilitary and ex-guerrilla members.
Table 2 provides the results of a fully data-driven regression
discontinuity design using the combined sample of both ex-
paramilitaries and ex-guerrillas for the effect of extradition
on trust in the state, the reintegration agency, and political
institutions.

As can be observed, there are robust and consistent find-
ings across all model specifications that extradition led to
decreased trust in government and in particular in the
“state” for which the relationship is statistically significant at
the 0.05 level. The coefficients indicate the size of the effect.
As estimations are local linear regressions, they can be inter-
preted directly. Given that the pre-extradition trust level in
the state as reported in Table 1 was 4.08 for ex-guerrillas
and 4.78 for ex-paramilitaries, an effect of the size of −2.42
steps on a seven-step scale is very substantial. Table 2 reports
the results from three different models, presenting the stan-
dard errors calculated according to the conventional (“un-
dersmoothing”) and bias-corrected conventional standard
errors that perform reliably when comparing such a narrow
bandwidth—the temporal windows for the local regression
are 3.38 to 5.41 days prior/post extradition (Calonico et al.
2014). However, Table 2 also reports the output using bias-
corrected robust standard errors that consider the asymp-

totic variance of the bias-corrected estimator, which shows
that our main finding remains robust.

Figures 2a–c illustrate the regression discontinuity analy-
sis and visualizes both the level and the trend changes af-
ter extradition. The temporal trend line for ex-participants’
trust in state is almost identical prior- and postextradition,
but there is a substantial immediate drop in trust in the days
after extradition. It is worth noting that the data-driven op-
timization fits the results on the minimum bandwidth re-
quired to establish a clear trend, meaning that these are
the respondents interviewed in a window of the nine days
around extradition (4.48 days prior/post the event). Extra-
dition had none or only marginal effects on ex-participants’
trust in the reintegration program, while the trust in insti-
tutions seemed to be slightly decreasing already in the days
prior to extradition. This may be influenced by the extradi-
tion of alias “Macaco” a week earlier or at other events, with
the consequence that trust in institutions drops suddenly at
extradition, but that the trend thereafter becomes positive.

Difference-in-Difference Analysis

Hypothesis 2 states that, if trust in government was deter-
mined by normative considerations, then we would only
expect ex-combatants who are parties to an agreement (ex-
paramilitaries) to have decreased trust after extradition. To
examine that proposition, we disaggregate our analysis be-
tween ex-paramilitaries and ex-guerrillas who had little to
lose by the extradition of their former enemies. Table 3
presents the results of split-sample estimations and models
that contain an interactive term for the combination of ex-
paramilitaries and postextradition. The findings are in line
with our theorized relationship. For the subsample of ex-
paramilitaries only, extradition leads to decreased trust in
the state (Model 1), the reintegration program (Model 4),
as well as in institutions (Model 7) but the latter is not statis-
tically significant. Information from the ordered logit (not
shown in Table 3) tells us that the difference is statistically
significant in four of the six different steps (on the 1 to 7
scale) in Model 1 and for three of six steps in Model 4. This
information also tells us that the effect occurs primarily in
the lower part of the sample range, meaning that extradi-
tion changed ex-paramilitary trust in government from be-
ing higher than the national average to below the opinion of
both ex-guerrillas and the public. Our findings of a shift are
thus not overly influenced by a few outlier observations that
were extremely positive before or negative after extradition.

Comparing this output to the sample consisting of ex-
guerillas (Model 2, 5, 8), in which coefficients for govern-
ment trust are positive after extradition, although not sta-
tistically significant, indicates that the overall decrease in
trust identified by the above regression discontinuity anal-
ysis is driven by the effect extradition had on the opin-
ions of ex-paramilitary combatants. This variation based on
the identity of the respondents explains why, in the anal-
ysis of the full dataset (Models 3, 6, 9), extradition is fol-
lowed by increased trust in government. However, the in-
teraction between ex-paramilitary and postextradition, the
difference-in-difference estimator, is negative throughout.
Extradition thus had a negative effect on trust in gov-
ernment but only for the subsample of former paramil-
itaries. This is in line with normative considerations by
which individuals judge government action in light of ear-
lier commitments (Hypothesis 2) rather than solely based
on instrumentalist considerations about personal costs and
benefits (Hypothesis 1). Ex-guerrillas did not suffer individ-
ually from the extradition of ex-paramilitary leaders but had
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Figure 2. Regression discontinuity plots.

also not demobilized under the negotiated agreement of le-
niency for committed crimes. Thus, they had no reason to
perceive it as unfair.

Figure 3 presents additional information that support our
contention that this relationship is not spurious in the form
of substantive effects on respondents’ beliefs that the gov-
ernment is capable of successfully addressing eight differ-
ent policy areas, using the same model specifications as in
Table 3, Model 3. We see a negative effect after extradition
on perceptions of the government’s ability to solve the con-
flict, provide security and human rights, and address cor-

ruption. Since these constitute the policy areas closest to the
peace deal, we take these findings as support for our inter-
pretation that the trust erosion was due to normative consid-
erations regarding a broken pact. For other aspects of gov-
ernment policy that are less closely related to the peace deal
(democracy, economy, unemployment, poverty), the shift
in opinion is not statistically significant at the 95 percent
confidence level. Further, a similar view of the extradition
effect we find among rank-and-file ex-combatants was mir-
rored by the paramilitary leaders themselves (in particular
the extradited Salvatore Mancuso and Jorge 40). Extradition
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Table 3. Multivariate analysis of trust in government after extradition

DV: Trust in State State State Reint. Reint. Reint. Inst. Inst. Inst.
Model 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9
Sample Paramilitary Guerrilla Full Paramilitary Guerrilla Full Paramilitary Guerrilla Full

Postextradition −0.563** 0.338 0.314 −0.962*** 0.106 0.433** −0.258 0.292 0.269
(0.26) (0.21) (0.24) (0.27) (0.31) (0.19) (0.32) (0.33) (0.23)

Paramilitary 0.697*** 0.924*** 0.544***
(0.16) (0.10) (0.08)

Postextradition*
paramilitary

−0.880*** −1.753*** −0.551**

(0.12) (0.16) (0.25)
Age 0.033*** 0.011** 0.024*** 0.015 −0.018** −0.002 0.028** 0.001 0.017**

(0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01)
Female −0.242 0.102 −0.002 0.162 −0.236* −0.075 0.094 −0.048 0.028

(0.28) (0.11) (0.13) (0.24) (0.14) (0.10) (0.20) (0.10) (0.08)
Ex-commander 0.123 0.112 0.123 −0.158 −0.069 −0.106 0.101 0.052 0.083

(0.26) (0.23) (0.12) (0.17) (0.13) (0.11) (0.08) (0.18 (0.09)
Ideological training −0.027 0.137 0.021 −0.233 −0.248 −0.249** −0.057 0.117 −0.021

(0.13) (0.12) (0.11) (0.16) (0.18) (0.11) (0.14) (0.17) (0.13)
Education level 0.049 −0.066** −0.001 −0.016 0.001 −0.001 0.057 0.014 0.040

(0.05) (0.03) (0.04) (0.05) (0.06) (0.04) (0.04) (0.04) (0.04)
Urban 0.078 −0.220 −0.075 −0.027 −0.292*** −0.184* 0.078 −0.179* −0.057

(0.15) (0.14) (0.09) (0.11) (0.12) (0.09) (0.07) (0.08) (0.06)
Economic situation 0.213** 0.319** 0.254*** 0.396*** 0.406*** 0.396*** 0.228*** 0.179*** 0.208***

(0.09) (0.14) (0.10) (0.07) (0.15) (0.10) (0.04) (0.08) (0.04)
Moved since demobilization −0.313** 0.076 −0.152 −0.267*** −0.146 −0.225** −0.126 0.111 −0.035

(0.16) (0.15) (0.10) (0.08) (0.15) (0.09) (0.08) (0.19) (0.05)
Contact with ex-comrades 0.034 −0.006 0.052 −0.091* −0.331*** −0.236*** 0.025 −0.047 0.019

(0.19) (0.15) (0.15) (0.10) (0.09) (0.07) (0.13) (0.10) (0.10)
Time −0.002 −0.005 −0.002 −0.010** −0.000 −0.004 −0.004 −0.007 −0.004

(0.01) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.01) (0.01) (0.00) (0.01) (0.00)

Model olog olog olog olog olog olog OLS OLS OLS

N 788 542 1,330 795 548 1,343 722 480 1,202

Notes: (1) Robust standard errors in brackets, clustered at department where resettled. (2) Statistical significant levels: *p < 0.1, **p < 0.05,
***p < 0.01 level. (3) Model 1–6 ordered logit; 7–9 OLS, constant not reported.
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Figure 3. Ex-combatants trust in government

changed their view of Uribe from “a great honest president
to a fraud, a liar, and a murderer” (Angarita Cañas et al.
2015, 242).

Difference-in-Difference Analysis of Exparamilitary Sample

One possible criticism of our test of Hypothesis 1 is that
the relevant test for whether instrumental considerations
are important should explore the possible variation in trust
between those ex-paramilitaries with a personal link to the

Extradited leader

Post−extradition

Leader*Extradition

−2 −1 0 1 2

Trust in state Trust in reintegration
Trust in institutions Democracy
Corruption Human rights
Conflict Security
Economy Unemployment
Poverty

Figure 4. Trust in government and policies across different
paramilitary groups

extradited leaders and those who had belonged to other
units. If ex-paramilitaries continued to rely on their former
patrons after demobilization, those ex-paramilitaries having
belonged to a unit (a bloque) whose leader was extradited
should perceive this as direct cost to their economic and
security conditions and thus lose trust for instrumental rea-
sons. Figure 4 presents findings from a series of difference-
in-difference estimations comparing ex-paramilitaries with
extradited leaders to those where ex-leaders remained in
Colombia. These estimations should be interpreted with
some caution because of the limited number of observations
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(hence the larger confidence intervals). However, we find
little variation in trust levels among these different subsets
of ex-paramilitary members. The general trust level in the
government and its capability to implement policies is simi-
lar in both groups and decreases after extradition across the
board, while the interaction variable does not pick up any
relevant variation. The only statistically significant findings
are for the government’s ability to protect democracy (more
negative for those whose leaders were extradited) and ad-
dressing poverty (more positive for those whose leaders were
extradited). Neither of these fields were directly related to
the peace agreement or the extradition.

Based on these results, we have plausible evidence that
decreased trust in government was not an effect of an in-
dividual’s specific position in a patronage network or re-
lated instrumentalist considerations. Rather, it was affected
by normative considerations that followed the peace deal re-
versal. To sum up, even if we cannot fully discard the influ-
ence of instrumentalist considerations and despite the con-
ceptual difficulty to clearly separate the two, only Hypoth-
esis 2 about normative considerations is supported by our
analysis.

Robustness Tests

In addition to the presented results, we have employed
a battery of robustness tests to explore if there are
unobserved confounds that correlate with the shift in
trust in government following extradition. This includes
controlling for the department-level physical context of
where respondents had settled in the form of war casu-
alties and paramilitary casualties prior to demobilization
(1988–2006; data from Restrepo et al. (2006), version up-
dated to 2010) and the strength of so-called BACRIM
groups (i.e., already remobilized ex-combatants; data from
the International Federation for Human Rights 2007).
Further, to control for the possibility of unobserved se-
lection bias with regards to the timing of respondent
interviews, we preprocessed the sample on predemobi-
lization individual traits in the form of age, gender,
commander background, and education using Coarsened
Exact Matching (CEM) (Blackwell et al. 2009) and reesti-
mate all analyses.23

Conclusions

In this article, we have expanded the literature on trust
in postconflict societies by spotlighting rank-and-file ex-
combatants rather than understanding conflict parties as
unitary actors or focusing merely on their leaders. Specifi-
cally, we analyze the effect of a peace deal reversal in Colom-
bia on ex-combatants’ trust in government. We find that the
government’s decision to deviate from earlier promises of
judicial leniency, by extraditing paramilitary leaders to the
United States, led to a substantial and immediate decrease
in trust in government among their former rank-and-file.
The decrease in trust affects ex-paramilitary fighters but not
demobilized left-wing guerrillas who did not participate in
the same peace deal.

These results are noteworthy as paramilitaries have been
considered particularly opportunistic and therefore were
expected to primarily draw on instrumental cost-benefit rea-
soning in their relationship to the state. Why should the
rank-and-files have cared about the destiny of their former
leaders, if they did not suffer the costs of extradition them-

23 See online appendix.

selves? In our interpretation, the government action was
perceived as a signal of noncommitment to the pact. Ex-
paramilitaries’ trust in government thus decreased because
of normative (“this was wrong”) rather than instrumentalist
(“this affects me”) considerations.

By demonstrating the sensitivity of trust among former
war participants, our study does not only contribute to lit-
erature on demobilization and reintegration after civil war,
but it has broader implications for understanding violent
contentious politics and the risks in postconflict environ-
ments. We cannot directly extrapolate these findings to
other cases, given that the dynamics surrounding the extra-
dition of top-level paramilitary leaders is somewhat unique.
However, we believe that what we observe in Colombia be-
longs to a broader category of peace deal reversals and bro-
ken promises in the aftermath of war and can thus provide
important insights for other cases.

First, our results highlight that the bargaining taking
place at the end of civil conflict is not isolated to intere-
lite interactions between leaders of formerly warring parties
but is closely followed by their former rank-and-file. While
ex-leaders may be well-placed to remobilize their disman-
tled warring capacity if needed, the organizational skill for
mass violence and conflict are distributed across the ex-
participant communities, which makes them attractive re-
cruits for conflict recurrence (Kreutz 2018), ethnic cleans-
ing (Jha and Wilkinson 2012), criminality (Boyle 2014;
Kaplan and Nussio 2018), and for regional spread of con-
flict (Themnér 2011; Bara 2018). The contemporary rele-
vance of these factors can be seen in the repeated flare-ups
of fighting in Iraq and Syria, where dissatisfaction with gov-
ernment provisions of political inclusion and benefits for
Sunni tribes after, first, the US invasion 2003 and, second,
after the “surge” in 2007–2008 provided fertile recruitment
grounds for the different iterations of what became the Is-
lamic State (Biddle, Friedman, and Shapiro 2012; Clayton
and Thomson 2016; Greene 2017).

Second, the longitudinal approach used here, different
from mostly cross-sectional studies on trust, allows us to
identify the transactional nature of trust where repeated in-
teractions with political institutions shift citizens’ expecta-
tions regarding how the state will behave in the future. This
may relate to the puzzling finding in previous studies report-
ing a positive relationship between war exposure and trust
(Bauer et al. 2016). Most of the explanations for this phe-
nomenon have focused on the wartime experiences that are
unique for war participants, with less attention paid to post-
war experiences. Individuals may engage in rebellion par-
tially because the government has a very limited role in their
trust network. A positive interaction with the government
during the demobilization process can boost their view of
institutions relative to their prior expectations. This is re-
flected in the perception of ex-combatants, for whom the
reintegration agency was the most trusted government in-
stitution. We find, however, that even when reintegration
programming is carried out very carefully, wider contextual
dynamics can easily destroy its slowly created trust and un-
dermine the small steps taken into the direction of reinte-
gration (Kramer 1999). While DDR programming may con-
tribute to higher levels of trust in government in general,
it is also conditioned by broader politics, as the Colombian
case demonstrates.

Third, our article speaks to the difficulties of building
peace at the end of civil conflict. This includes, among
other things, the debate about whether amnesties or some
level of punishment is the best option for postconflict sta-
bility (Dancy 2018). Yet, little is known about the exact
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context where transitional justice measures can be disrup-
tive rather than help establish accountability and deter new
challengers. The demobilization of paramilitaries is consid-
ered as a partial failure in Colombia. These experiences
loomed large over the political debate during subsequent
peace talks with the guerrillas, as the public rejected the
peace agreement negotiated with the FARC in a referendum
in 2016. Two of the main gripes of the “no” campaign were
the concern that former guerrillas would be given amnesty
for atrocities and that the demobilization would lead to a
surge in criminality. This is a warning sign for other cases of
demobilizing nonstate actors, in Colombia and beyond. In
countries like Liberia, Ivory Coast, and Afghanistan, broken
promises and destroyed support networks have produced
generalized dissatisfaction (Jennings 2007), participation in
crime (Human Rights Watch 2014), and outright remobi-
lization (Zyck 2009). In Colombia, the implementation of
the peace accord with the FARC guerrilla has had many
setbacks. Lacking political will and capacity on the side of
the government have contributed to increased frustration
among the demobilized fighters (La Silla Vacía 2017). Also,
ten years after the extradition of ex-paramilitary leaders,
Jesús Santrich, one of the members of the secretariat of the
demobilized FARC guerrilla, was arrested on drug charges
and may be extradited. His arrest was seen as a betrayal of
the peace deal by leaders and rank-and-file members of the
FARC (León 2018) and contributes to another tense peace
with a demobilized nonstate armed group in Colombia.

Supplementary Information

Supplementary information is available at the International
Studies Quarterly data archive.
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