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Abstract 

Civil society organizations (CSOs) have important roles to play in building trust in post-conflict 

societies. This research examined how 25 CSO peacebuilders use communication to build trust 

in Northern Ireland. Our findings suggest that peacebuilders work across different levels of 

society as trust intermediaries. Communication is central to CSO peacebuilders’ practice in 

engendering trust and in demonstrating their trustworthiness as individuals, inter-group 

facilitators and organizational representatives. Synthesized from our data, a communication 

toolkit from ‘low level’ communication intervention to ‘high level’ persuasion explains the 

strategies that CSO peacebuilders employ to mitigate distrust and nurture trust as they work 

towards peace in Northern Ireland. We propose this toolkit might be malleable to trust building 

in other conflict-affected contexts.   
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Trust is foundational to civil society in its role as a lubricant for interpersonal cooperation and 

social order (Misztal, 2001). Trust comprises the willingness to be vulnerable to another actor or 

entity, based on positive expectations of their behaviour or intentions (Mayer, Davis & 

Schoorman, 1995) and it may be demonstrated through attitudes, beliefs and behaviours (Guo et 

al., 201). But what happens when there is little or no trust in a society? This is an important and 

topical concern given the established link between trust and peaceful societies (Wong, 2016; 

Butzlaff & Messinger-Zimmer, 2020). Communication is central to building trust in civil society 

where networks are constituted (and reconstituted) through communicative practices (Castells, 

2008; Doerfel & Taylor, 2017). Given the centrality of communication to trust, it is surprising 

that there remains limited research dedicated to unpacking how communication actually builds 

trust. Accordingly, this article explores how Civil Society Organization (CSO) peacebuilders use 

communication to build trust. CSOs offer a useful lens in which to study trust since building trust 

between stakeholders is often a fundamental part of their mission (Graham, 2016). Northern 

Ireland provides a specific context for this study of trust and communication, but our findings 

have broader heuristic value for other post-conflict contexts where CSOs are working for peace.  

The first part of this article reviews and contextualises the current literature on trust and 

communication. The second section outlines the Northern Ireland context and the third section 

provides the methodology. The fourth section reports the results of the interviews identifying the 

strategies employed by peacebuilders as they communicate across religious and political lines to 

support peace. The fifth section identifies a communication toolkit for trust building and the final 

section draws conclusions and implications for peacebuilders in other contexts and identifies 

ways forward for further research. 
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Trust and Communication 

Trust is theoretically complex. We acknowledge we cannot do justice in this paper to the 

wide body of debate about trust (see for instance, Khodyakov, 2007; PytlikZillig & Kimbrough, 

2016). Trust is fundamentally a means of managing uncertainty and complexity in interactions 

with others (Lewicki, McAllister & Bies1998) but it manifests differently across scenarios and 

relationships. Trust may have psychological, rational/calculative, emotional, social or identity 

bases, and in reality these bases often intersect (Hyndman, Liguori & McKillop, 2021). Trust 

involves constant (and often unconscious) evaluation of a trustee’s words and actions, where 

each may reinforce the other (Rice & Taylor, 2020; Wong, 2016). Trust thus manifests through 

perceptions of another’s ability, benevolence and integrity, which is cognitively perceived and 

affectively felt by individuals (Baer & Colquitt, 2018). Trust is characterised by psychological 

safety (Edmonson, 2004), feelings such as security, positivity and hope (Fulmer & Gelfand, 

2012; Lewicki et al.1998) and it entails risk from the trustor (Rousseau, Sitkin, Burt & Camerer, 

1998). Trust delivers various positive impacts such as commitment, loyalty and resilience and it 

facilitates relationship building and collaboration (Fulmer & Gelfand, 2012).    

Investigations of trust have spurred theoretical explorations of distrust, which is 

important to consider in any study of a post-conflict context. Distrust concerns negative 

expectations towards an individual or entity, which inhibits vulnerability; it is associated with 

feelings of wariness, suspicion, skepticism, fear and threat, and embodied in self-protective 

behaviours (Bijlsma-Frankema, Sitkin & Weibel, 2015). According to Lewicki et al. (1998), trust 

and distrust are separate constructs which span high to low. They propose four trust or distrust 

states that may be experienced separately or in combination (high trust, low trust, high distrust, 

low distrust). While ‘low trust’ (e.g. no hope, passivity) or ‘low distrust’ (e.g. low monitoring, no 
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fear) may be characterised by less active, or even absent emotions and behaviours, high distrust 

is characterised by active feelings and behaviours, such as fear and high vigilance. Lewicki et 

al.’s (1998) conception of trust and distrust allows for routine ambivalence in trust perceptions. 

At the same time, scholars question the reality of individuals holding such conflicting views of 

high distrust and high trust towards a target, where such a state would leave people internally 

contradicted and therefore likely to align with one ‘camp’ to manage the associated cognitive 

dissonance (Saunders et al., 2014). Others rightly consider the problem of assessing trust states 

when they are characterised by the absence of a feeling or action (Bertsou, 2019).  

Similar to trust, there are many ways to conceptualise communication. We have selected 

interpersonal communication used by peacebuilders as the focus in this study. Interpersonal 

communication concerns one-to-one or small group communication, shaped by the personal 

qualities, social roles and relationships of the individuals involved (Hargie, 2016).  Recent 

research indicates that interpersonal communication plays a role in trust building in conflict 

affected areas (Connaughton, Linabary, Krishna, Kuang, Anaele, Vibber, Yakova & Jones, 2017; 

Krishna, Connaughton & Linabary, 2020; Monnard & Sriramesh, 2019) but the minutiae of this 

communicative trust process has been overlooked in the literature. Brummans et al. (2008) argue 

that conflicts present as symbolic arenas where, through communication, ‘repertoires’ develop 

within and between disputant groups. Repertoires are communication channels or tools 

frequently used together by individuals or organizations (Sommerfeldt, Yang & Taylor, 2019). 

Repertoires manifest through specific language choice (i.e. adjectives, adverbs, descriptors) 

when talking about conflicts and the parties to them, that foreground, among other things, certain 

positive or negative characterisations of in and outgroups, framing conflict through stories of 

victimhood, dispassion, optimism and hope, power and powerlessness (Brummans et al., 2008). 
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These repertoires have powerful reinforcing qualities in that they frame not just future 

communication, but also how conflict is enacted, the potential for trust building, and ultimately 

the possibilities for conflict resolution. 

Different contextual pressures including existing narratives and levels of trust provoke 

actors to employ different communication strategies. In conflict-affected regions, communication 

reflects the nature of the underpinning relationships between the communicators and wider 

society (Taylor & Kent, 2017). Dissemination, dialogue, persuasion, and simple recognition of 

difference are all appropriate communication approaches depending on the context and the 

needs, goals and values of those involved in a communicative exchange (Somerville & Kirby, 

2012). Research suggests that openness, honesty, message consistency, recognition of opposing 

views and empathy play an important role in building trust within divided societies (Hargie & 

Irving, 2017).  

Other studies show how conflict can be tackled and trust built, through mediators’ use of 

a range of communication strategies such as active listening and selective argumentation that 

guide parties to a shared understanding (Harrison & Wendorf Muhammad, 2018). Price and 

Stremlau (2014) noted that peacebuilding efforts require organizational leaders and members to 

be cautious of polarizing language. Communication that reframes contentious language and 

seeks to convey mutual trust appears part of the interpersonal skills that facilitate conflict 

resolution (Gidron, Katz & Hasenfeld, 2002). Such findings reflect the ethos of the Coordinated 

Management of Meaning (CMM) theory (Pearce, 1976; Pearce & Pearce, 2000) that views 

communication as a form of action that can be applied by trained facilitators to sites of tension or 

conflict. The principles of CMM facilitation have been aligned with the simultaneous building of 

trust through ‘first level’ skills such as timekeeping, to ‘second level’ skills including circular, 
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reflexive and dialogic interviewing procedures, incorporating appreciate and inclusive language 

that allows contributors to hear and be heard in a fashion that respects and accepts disagreement 

(Pearce & Pearce, 2000, pp. 416-417).  

 

Operationalising Trust in Communication Theory 

In this paper, we want to break down the ‘communication work’ of trust, meaning that we 

are concerned with how communication is used by peacebuilders to mobilise trust building. We 

proceed from three broad assumptions about communication. First, communication creates social 

reality (Pearce & Pearce, 2000). Second, we embrace a dialogically oriented perspective that 

considers how cognitions are socially constructed through interaction (Baxter, 1992) in that 

communication supports interactions and shapes future interactions.  Thirdly, over time 

interpersonal communication patterns emerge that formalize relationship dynamics, such as trust, 

between individuals and groups (Brummans et al., 2008; Nagda, 2006). Both interpersonal and 

intergroup communication shares the same underlying processes where either personal or social 

identities will be salient (Gudykunst & Shapiro, 1996). In adopting this theoretical basis, we seek 

to extend the communication perspective of trust. Pearce and Pearce (2000) explain that: “what 

persons-in-conversation actually say and do in relation to each other is the “stuff” that makes 

[our emphasis] what otherwise might seem dominating realities” (p. 408). By extension, we 

propose that communication between people is the ‘stuff’ that ‘makes’ and enables trust and it is 

this communication that we seek to empirically unpack in CSOs that work toward peace.  

Civil Society Organizations: Communication, Trust and Peace 

Peacebuilding tasks are increasingly allocated to CSOs in post-conflict contexts- those 

which suffered war and are prone to conflict relapse (Collier, Hoeffler & Söderbom, 2008) -with 
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the expectation that they are well positioned to both model and promote trust, and build peace 

(Barnes, 2006). CSOs play an important role in society because they can mediate and strengthen 

communication and relationships among government, citizens and the organizations that 

constitute wider society (Fyall & McGuire, 2015; Wollebæk & Strømsnes, 2008).  CSOs that are 

established to link and serve communities deeply impacted by violent conflict in a polarized 

society can be perceived as more credible agents of peace. Often CSOs are viewed not only as 

more trustworthy, but closer to the coalface of conflict and better informed and positioned to 

build peace on the ground (Lederach, 1997). CSOs are valued in conflict affected contexts when 

they serve as a nexus for trust building between citizens (Puljek-Shank & Verkoren, 2017).  

Despite the grounding described in the last two sections, there is little dedicated research 

on how, why and in what qualitative form communication strategies feature in trust building 

generally, and within the specific context of CSO post-conflict peacebuilding. The next section 

explores one such post-conflict context: Northern Ireland. 

CSO Peacebuilding in Northern Ireland 

In 1998, Northern Ireland’s long-standing ethno-nationalist conflict came to an end with 

the signing of the Good Friday/Belfast Agreement.  Historic and sectarian divisions planted 

during early periods of colonial rule were fueled by religious, political, and economic policies, 

such as Penal Laws, which mainly advantaged British Protestant settlers over native Irish 

Catholic populations (Darby, 1983). Discontent grew and civil war led to the partition of Ireland 

in 1921. Partition left Unionists (identifying nationally as British and religiously as Protestant) in 

the political majority in the newly created Northern Ireland. Unionist government saw 

discriminatory practices continue to impact the minority Catholic (often identifying as 

Nationalist) community in housing, employment and voting rights (McKittrick & McVea, 2013). 
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Analysts have also stressed a 'double minority' problem whereby Catholics were a fearful 

minority in Northern Ireland and Protestants a fearful minority within Ireland as a whole (Bew, 

2005, p.118). By the late 1960s and early 1970s significant civil unrest and armed political 

violence took hold and continued for just under thirty years leaving a total of 3568 deaths 

(McKittrick & McVea, 2002) and an estimated 40,000 injured (Moffett, 2015). ‘The Troubles’ 

further divided Northern Irish social geography, a fact of life which despite ‘peace’ remains 

unchanged. Communities retain euphemistically named ‘Peace walls’ which continue to separate 

Protestant Unionist Loyalist from their Catholic Nationalist Republican neighbors. 

Consociational power-sharing, the political arrangement secured under the peace agreement, 

remains fragile and can be characterised as stop-start.  

 Political level actors and armed protagonists are often praised for finally coming to the 

negotiating table but the task of rebuilding trust has arguably been outsourced to a civil society 

sector that has occupied a multiplicity of peacebuilding roles. One of the main locations for CSO 

peacebuilding is the Community and Voluntary Sector (CVS).  In Northern Ireland, for more 

than fifty years the CVS has worked within communities to build peace and prevent, reduce and 

transform conflict, even predating the outbreak of the Troubles (Kilmurray 2017; Stanton & 

Kelly, 2015). Over the years the sector has grown to a total of 6,122 organizations working 

locally (NICVA, 2020). 

Peacebuilding activity has engaged specific constituencies (i.e. ex-combatants; victims; 

faith-based; youth; women) with a variety of methods (i.e. arts, sports, dialogue, storytelling) 

addressing persistent conflict issues (i.e. contentious parading, flags and emblems; street violence 

between neighbouring ‘interfaces’; dismantling peace walls). Previous studies argue that this 

plethora of activities has had a cumulative impact although one not easily measurable by the 



 9 

yardstick of political peace (Fitzduff & Williams, 2007).  The CVS has played a distinctive role 

in Northern Ireland’s peace process, filling a democratic deficit and facilitating community 

empowerment, peacebuilding and reconciliation (Birrell & Williamson, 2001, p. 217). Couto 

(2001) argued that in Northern Ireland the CVS expressed the “latent politics of an improved 

civil society” (p. 235).  As a result of political fragility and years in a trusted support role within 

local communities, the CVS, as representatives of civil society, has filled gaps left by 

government (Rice & Taylor, 2020). They have also become well networked across ethnic and 

religious divides, local government and statutory arenas (O’Regan, 2001).  

Trust building is implied or tokenly mentioned in discussions around peace in Northern 

Ireland, but we still have little empirical evidence on how trust may be built through CSOs 

practice and the role communication may play. We therefore asked one broad research question: 

How do civil society peacebuilders employ communication to build trust? The next section 

outlines our methodology.  

 

Methodology 

This paper utilizes data from two separate projects carried out between 2015 and 2017 in 

Northern Ireland. This was an interesting time in Northern Ireland’s post-conflict history; it 

directly preceded a three-year period of government breakdown (commencing January 2017), 

that saw Northern Ireland once again in a political vacuum after a decade of relatively stable 

governance1. In study one, 40 interviewees reflected on and unpacked their professional practice 

– central themes in their responses covered trustbuilding and communication. In study two, 17 

 
1 In early January 2017, the Executive collapsed when deputy First Minister, Martin McGuiness, (Sinn Fein) withdrew support blaming his 

power-sharing partner, First Minister Arlene Foster (DUP),  for mismanaging funds linked to a botched energy renewal scheme. The Executive 

remained dormant while civil servants, using enhanced powers, maintained governmental status quo to avoid a return to Westminster Direct Rule. 
This arrangement lasted until January 2020 when negotiation eventually enabled a return to power-sharing. 
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interviewees were asked to define trust and distrust and to discuss their views on government and 

the media  - in doing so, interviewees naturally reflected on how they themselves build trust in 

which communication strategies featured strongly. Given the similar frameworks of the two 

studies and the similarities across initial research findings, where trust and communication in 

peacebuilding practice emerged as central strands, we decided to combine our datasets to 

investigate a new inductive research question specifically about trust and communication. 

Neither interview guide specifically asked participants about their communication practice and 

so we provide uniquely organic insights into the role of communication in building trust. Our 

rationale builds on a similar approach by van der Pennen and van Bortel (2016) that combined 

two related studies in the interest of a shared research inquiry.  

Sampling 

Our collective total sample comprised 57 practitioners. However, we wanted to ensure 

that our sample was suitably comparable across the two projects so that any inferences derived 

from our findings could be considered representative and valid. We selected those interviewees 

who: 1) worked in the CVS representing non-profit CSOs focused on inter-communal 

peacebuilding; 2) were senior level, experienced representatives of these organizations with 

autonomy over their practice; 3) were current practitioners at the time of interview. These criteria 

reduced our sample to 25 individuals (17 from project one, and 7 from project two). Our dataset 

comprises an elite sample of experienced practitioners involved in a variety of inter-communal 

peacebuilding tasks (i.e. mediation and negotiation, community development, sport and culture, 

youth work, schools-based) in Belfast, County Antrim, and the North-West of Northern Ireland 

where many activities occur. Those who were excluded from the sample were either retired 

(therefore, not able to reflect on the current context of practice); were duplicate interviewees (as 
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each researcher had worked independently), or whose primary practice was not peacebuilding.  

Though senior level practitioners were chosen, the small size of Northern Ireland coupled with 

the closeness of the CVS with local people and their everyday conflict-linked realities, ensured 

that grassroots perspectives were captured. 

 

Data Collection and Analysis 

University ethics approval procedures were followed by each lead researcher. Each 

researcher adopted an in-depth semi-structured interview approach deemed suitable given the 

exploratory nature of the projects that had a relatively limited existing evidence base (Bryman, 

2016). Interviews were voice recorded and transcribed in full.  

Once the final sample had been established, the three authors read and re-read all 25 

transcripts to (re-) familiarize themselves with the data. The initial coding process involved an 

inductive and iterative approach where two researchers coded the data (with researcher three 

acting in a quality assurance capacity) (MacPhail et al., 2016). To start, each of the three 

researchers read the same two transcripts (one from each project) and conducted open coding 

(Strauss & Corbin, 1998) to assign tentative codes to sections of the data that captured 

interviewee thoughts relevant to our research question. We selected ‘units of meaning’ rather 

than pre-defined paragraphs or sentences as our unit of analysis (MacPhail et al., 2016), enabled 

through constant dialogue, collaboration and reflexivity about a field that all three researchers 

were highly knowledgeable. 

These initial codes were compared and discussed by the researchers at a team meeting for 

their suitability and representativeness of the selected text, at which stage some codes were 

renamed, subsumed or abandoned. One researcher (coder 1) then collated and refined the coding 
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template, which was again checked and negotiated with the other researcher (coder 2). Next, 

NVivo codes were set up from this coding template by coder 1 for the rest of the transcripts to be 

coded to, and the NVivo project shared with coder 2. We also allowed emerging codes to be 

added to the NVivo projects, after inter-coder discussion on a case-by-case basis, so as not to 

lose important insights. At the end of the coding process, we had nine thematic headings or 

‘parent nodes’ and over 100 individual codes. After all coding was complete, the two separate 

NVivo projects were merged so that the complete data set of coding could be visualized and 

explored. 

At the next stage, each of the two coders presented the team with a proposed set of 

inductively derived ‘metathemes’ (Lewis, Isbell & Koschmann, 2010) that captured the 

fundamental issues that had emerged from their individual coding. These metathemes connected 

separate codes and themes with each other, linked interviewee transcripts and provided 

explanatory descriptors. The two sets of metathemes were then compared, discussed, verified by 

the third researcher, and a final list of metathemes was developed that best reflected the entire 

data set. Analysis drew upon the interdisciplinary strengths of the team including trust, 

communication and peacebuilding. Our subsequent model was produced by considering how our 

overall inductive analysis ‘sits’ within the study’s theoretical grounding.  In the following 

findings section, illustrative interviewee quotes from the combined sample of 25 are denoted by 

pseudonyms P1, P2 etc. 

Findings  

The research question asked: How do civil society peacebuilders employ communication to build 

trust? The findings reveal that CSO peacebuilders operate as ‘trust intermediaries’ (Sydow, 

1998), that facilitate interpersonal, inter-community and intra-community relationships, and 
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support connection between sectors and organizations. As trust intermediaries, communication is 

central to both producing trust between individuals, groups, and organizations, and in 

demonstrating the trustworthiness of their organizations and themselves as peacebuilders. In the 

CSO peacebuilding space, communication strategies emerge both intentionally and organically 

as peacebuilders seek to tackle distrust, and to build understanding and foster trust that makes 

collaboration possible. CSO peacebuilders position themselves as responsive, reliable, caring, 

but also highly competent, employing trust values that span the interpersonal, community, 

organizational and institutional levels as well as different types of affective and cognitive trust. 

CSO peacebuilders employ specific communication techniques strategically to build trust 

between various stakeholders. Their communication choices are responsive in that they depend 

on the parties they are dealing with, the particular issue or scenario, and the gauged level of trust 

or distrust between the individuals involved. A toolkit of communication strategies, describing 

their trust building practice, was deduced from their answers. In keeping with our intention to 

unpack the communicative minutiae of trust, and for the purposes of analytical clarity and 

illustration, this toolkit holds these communication strategies conceptually apart. In everyday 

practice, these strategies will not necessarily be mutually exclusive or processual (discussed 

further in discussion section). 

A Toolkit of Communication Strategies    

Tool 1: Preparing for Engagement  

Peacebuilders recognised that there are dynamics of trust or distrust that may emerge at 

different stages of relationships, for which preparation requirements will be required. 

Peacebuilders have to prepare different stakeholders by explicitly discussing the boundaries for 

engagement. They need to unearth the implicit expectations of each group and create mutual 



 14 

expectations which are crucial for trust building and in gauging levels of existing distrust 

(Lewicki & Wiethoff, 2000; Tomlinson & Lewicki, 2006). The preparation strategy is also a 

means of protecting their own integrity and their organization in the midst of often highly 

contentious facilitation. One interviewee explained:  

“we will go and talk to them in advance… This is what the outcomes are supposed to be 

so that you are very very clear…you allow people to see what it [engagement] may 

entail…preparation, preparation, preparation, and then whenever you are very clear then 

you can hold up your own and that’s about integrity” (P13).  

Tool 2: Facilitating Informal Common Ground  

Peacebuilders provide tangible support to meet fundamental needs of community members 

regardless of their identity or affiliations. Therefore, using a different tack to dedicated one-to-

one preparation, they facilitate common ground between divided communities as an opening to 

direct inter-group communication in what is often a distrustful or low trust environment. 

Common ground is a crucial starting point for both trusting relationships and effective inter-

group communication (Priem & Nystrom, 2014). An interviewee explained: 

 “we would have in our advice centre the ‘enemy’ sitting together, but they all have 

needs that have to be sorted out beyond what they’re passionate about, in relation to 

politics, about belief systems…it’s about supporting people to live together…and see 

that their needs are being recognised” (P14). 

Several interviewees explained that by being responsive to local needs they not only brought 

people together, but through this, move towards trusting relationships:  
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 “[our organization seeks to] build trust, stop violence and look at the issues…it’s about 

getting communities to have long-term sustainable relationships…the idea is that you 

start off with the fire-fighting” (P9).  

A fundamental tool in facilitating communication and ultimately trust, involves peacebuilders 

providing informal, non-threatening environments and initiatives in which different and often 

unfamiliar parties can come together. One interviewee observed: 

 “One thing I’ve learnt about a lot of these things is formality kills it, the important 

thing is the relationships between the people and the trust they have and the working 

together. Working together on a common project, for example, a neighbourhood 

festival every year…they’re just meeting together socially” (P14). 

 Tool 3: Listening  

Peacebuilders facilitate a crucial early step in communication and trust building – listening.  

Listening is critical to effective communication, to identifying and addressing problems, and to 

empower those impacted by conflict issues, particularly in a context of systemic distrust 

(Macnamara, 2016). One interviewee explained: 

 “people are never really going to be able to leave their particular burden down and move 

on unless somebody has awarded them the dignity and respect of listening to them, they 

don’t especially want answers…but they certainly want heard” (P24). 

Active listening facilitates dialogic listening – a transition to both listen, share thoughts and 

critically self-reflect in a contested context (Nagda, 2006). 

Tool 4: Encouraging Openness 

Accordingly, peacebuilders strategically choose when and in which places it was safe and 

appropriate to facilitate open discussion about a local issue. Critical to openness was setting wide 
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parameters of discussion around a given issue and explicitly communicating a value of non-

judgement. One interviewee explained: 

 “we’re inviting people into an upstairs room and saying bring your beer and let’s 

have a conversation, what are your issues around new people moving into your 

community?  Let’s get it out on the table, no holds barred. Nobody in this room is 

going to judge your language, no one is going to judge you, let’s talk about it” (P16). 

Tool 5: Co-orientation  

Co-orientation involves a commitment among individuals and groups to try to understand 

others’ perceptions of reality and events through a common interest. Co-orientation embodies the 

key values of peacebuilders who work across sectors to respect and understand difference as a 

means to build trust. Co-orientation makes the implicit, unspoken and often contentious topics 

explicit, in order to travel towards productive dialogue, and even trust.  Discussions about the 

past were highlighted as a vehicle that may push and pull people in different directions that are 

closer to states of trust or distrust of ‘the other’. One interviewee explained: 

 “too often when we do community relations or peacebuilding work, we bring people 

into a room and the way we think we keep them safe is by saying we’re going to 

leave all the baggage outside…we’re never going to understand why they say what 

they say or why they dislike what we say...[unless we] sit in the room and get to 

know each other but with the baggage” (P15). 

Tool 6: Challenging Assumptions  

Peacebuilders recounted how they both facilitate and encourage individuals to challenge the 

assumptions they hold, often those that underpin the stereotypes or low opinions they hold 

towards other groups. One interviewee explained:  
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“the project was a way in which…the story that societies, nations, tell themselves, could 

be addressed and challenged… it gave people the opportunity to move beyond their own 

story, move beyond their own perceptions and breaking down the myths” (P13). 

This is through symbolic and creative work with groups that allows difficult issues to be re-

imagined and repackaged in a less threatening form. One interviewee explained: 

“we kind of used this [animation] as a metaphor for the peace process… We actually 

showed how mythological stories were being developed at the time, different versions of 

the one event” (P8). 

Such creative packaging of issues acts as a means of opening dialogue and debate that is critical 

for trust building. 

Tool 7: Persuasion  

At times, peacebuilders use communication with the direct intention of persuading individuals, 

groups or organizations, usually when there is already a basis of trust established. Comparing 

peacebuilding to leading a long and arduous journey, one interviewee explained that when 

working with communities in the interest of peacebuilding: 

“sometimes we are up here leading, sometimes down there trying to persuade the person 

that’s sitting on the ground refusing to move, to move, sometimes running after people to 

say “come back”…that is where you have to say to people, just trust the process, trust 

with us, didn’t we get you through the last one?” (P9). 

Such tactics entailed not only an understanding of particular (dis)trust dynamics in a given 

interaction but also the impact of external circumstances that might radically affect trust building 

for better or worse. Another interviewee explained: 
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“we not only had to be campaigners for truth and a process, we had to be persuaders …if 

you want reconciliation it can’t be manufactured, reconciliation has to be genuine and it 

has to emerge from a process” (P18). 

At times, CSO peacebuilders direct their persuasive communication towards other sectors such 

as government bodies and statutory organizations by targeted advocacy and/or by building 

credibility with important stakeholders.  

 

Discussion 

Tackling Distrust and Building Trust – Low to High Intervention Communication 

Strategies 

The research question asked, how do civil society peacebuilders employ communication 

to build trust? CMM (Pearce & Pearce 2000) views communication as action applied by trained 

facilitators to sites of tension or conflict. It explains the process of communication and the ways 

that meaning is created. CSO peacebuilders need to create new meanings and navigate tensions 

and sensitivities. Communication conceptual frameworks like CMM, repertoires theory and 

dialogue can inform that navigation and meaning-making. Our findings suggest peacebuilders 

use heuristic communication ‘tools’ that provide a range of strategies that can be deployed 

individually or in combination to address varying trust building situations. Communication for 

trustbuilding requires a toolkit that spans from low to high intervention strategies, reflecting 

peacebuilders’ acute awareness that different individuals, groups and organizations might be 

receptive to communication efforts to build trust, or not, depending on their own past and present 

experiences and goals. We use the term intervention in the sense that peacebuilding involves a 

purposeful set of actions to proactively transform conflict.  
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The repertoire, selection and strategic timing of which communication strategies are 

employed indicates CSO peacebuilders’ considered responsiveness to the needs and ‘peace 

journeys’ of those they engage. Our findings reveal that these responsive and dynamic 

communication strategies illustrate elements of both communication theory and (dis)trust theory 

in practice. We have developed a ‘Communication Toolkit for Trust Building’ (CTTB) model 

that, while not designed to be causal, visually depicts the fundamental elements of the strategies 

that CSO peacebuilders use in Northern Ireland.    

 

Figure 1: ‘Communication Toolkit for Trust Building’ (CTTB)  

 

As the CTTB illustrates, CSO peacebuilders recognise that the dynamics of trust building in a 

post-conflict society are complex. It shows how meaning is iterative, dynamic, and emergent. 

The toolkit reflects practical application suggesting trust and distrust are separate constructs (e.g. 

Figure 1: Communication Toolkit for Trust Building (CTTB) 

 

 



 20 

Lewicki & Wiethoff, 2000; Saunders et al., 2014), which require different management strategies 

and communication tools. For illustrative purposes, we found Lewicki et al’s (1998) trust and 

distrust states useful. Peacebuilders often talked about the different dynamics of trust or distrust 

that may emerge at different stages of relationships, or at the same time in respect to different 

scenarios that ‘pull’ on individuals, groups or organizations in often competing and contradictory 

ways. In some cases, peacebuilders are working in a scenario of deep distrust where they may 

seek only to slowly build ‘low’ trust in the first instance, in others they work within low trust 

situations to build high trust. In other cases, high trust can be punctured by external factors that 

push trustees right back to high distrust, requiring persuasive communication tactics.  

In essence, our findings reflect theory and empirical research in various disciplines that 

highlight the contingent nature of ‘effective’ communication and effective practice more broadly. 

For example, Fiedler (1993) discussed effective leadership as a ‘black box’ that could 

nonetheless be guided by analysis and reflection of key variables such as the leader’s 

motivations, skills and experience and the degree of control they hold over a given situation. 

Leadership is contingent then on dynamic factors and particular contextual conditions that cannot 

be generically replicated. Likewise, research from public relations stresses the need for ‘best 

practice’ models to consider  “antecedent conditions to current pressures and opportunities” 

(Cancel et al., 1997, p.33). In this vein, our toolkit is intended to act as a basic and malleable set 

of strategies that have been derived from experienced practitioners working across various kinds 

of conflict situations in Northern Ireland but it is by no means a comprehensive ‘how to’ 

checklist.   

We present the communication toolkit as a means of explaining how communication is 

‘crafted’, into a tool that helps individuals and groups to resolve problems (Aakhus, 2001, p. 
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363) and ultimately, trust each other. Our findings reflect that of Harrison and Wendorf 

Muhamad (2018) that how practitioners ‘design’ communication during conflict management 

can be broadly thought of as a process of considering the surrounding context and discourse – a 

critical analysis of situation, actors, discourses and goals - which leads to the design of 

communication protocols and interactions specific to a site of action, underpinned by constant 

evaluation of intended and unintended consequences of that communication (p. 197).  

Accordingly, peacebuilders feel a sense of responsibility to get the timing of their 

strategies right and to avoid being a catalyst for a retraction of trust. Their optimal outcome is for 

high trust to develop that is not ‘domain specific’ (Schoorman, Mayer & Davis, 2007) but 

resilient across different contexts, old and new challenges. The fluidity of our model represents a 

dynamic approach to communication that CSO peacebuilders adopt as communication contexts 

continually change, and as (dis)trust itself evolves. Our model depicts a cyclical but fluid and 

dynamic process, where strategies are selected, de-selected, or juxtaposed depending on a variety 

of contextual factors. 

Peacebuilders explained that when there is high distrust in the relationships, then there is 

a particular need for preparation for direct engagement. Such a strategy is a low-level 

intervention since it does not seek to directly build trust, rather to lay the groundwork for future 

engagement with each party on a separate basis. This is critical to setting protective boundaries 

for all parties involved and to develop mutual expectations important for trust and for potential 

conflict management (Lewicki & Wiethoff, 2000; Van den Akker et al., 2009).  

Further along the toolkit, peacebuilders can employ any of a cluster of communication 

strategies that tend to be associated with distrust and low trust contexts. These strategies are 

targeted towards creating psychological safety among stakeholders (Edmonson, 2004) so that 
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they can take the risks required for both meaningful dialogue and trust building. This is 

facilitated by the informal common ground strategy, where peacebuilders provide neutral and 

non-threatening spaces for unfamiliar or low trusting individuals to cohabit or engage. Listening 

is similarly another low-level intervention strategy that paves the way for openness and co-

orientation that acknowledges differences between parties that may be estranged or stereotyped 

without trying to eradicate these. All of the strategies in this communication cluster serve to 

empower those in a given relationship/exchange, an important facilitator of trust (Öberg & 

Svensson, 2010), especially in a post-conflict context where citizens have often been 

disenfranchised through conflict. 

At a higher intervention level, and often where there is at least low trust established, both 

towards the CSO peacebuilder and between their respective audiences, the peacebuilder may 

challenge assumptions as a means of improving relationships or facilitating dialogue, in the 

interest of positive change. Peacebuilders may do this in creative forms such as through 

storytelling or symbols. At the highest intervention level of the toolkit, peacebuilders employ 

persuasion in the interests of peacebuilding. This may be in the form of persuading two parties to 

come together, or persuading one to stay ‘on board’, or it might be in directly advocating for 

their own organizational values and interests. Again, this strategy requires trust in the 

peacebuilders themselves. Such findings support scholars (e.g. Somerville & Kirby, 2012) in 

challenging the view that persuasion is unethical. Indeed, CSOs appear to enact persuasion as a 

form of influence that: “builds consent, suggests, motivates and appeals through symbolic work 

and increasingly replaces the more traditional disciplinary and coercive tools of power” 

(Aronczyk et al., 2017, p.149), in the interests of reconciliation (Toledano, 2016). Persuasion, 

however, is not the end of the communication toolkit. The arrows around the communication 
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strategies in the model point back to the lower level interventions, as trust building in Northern 

Ireland requires that CSO peacebuilders revert back to the earlier strategies when new (or indeed 

old) exigencies occur.  

Conclusion 

CSO peacebuilders serve as trust intermediaries between groups, individuals and 

organizations. They employ heuristic communication strategies to navigate differing levels of 

distrust and trust which are context-specific and which, to be effective, require trust to be placed 

in peacebuilders themselves. We corroborate Wong’s (2016) analysis on the interdependent 

relationship between building trust between others while simultaneously building one’s own 

trustworthiness. Strategies in the toolkit are selected for their distrust reducing or trust building 

capabilities. Based on these findings, it is not an understatement to say that communication is at 

the heart of not only trust building but peacebuilding in Northern Ireland. 

Our findings are valuable for CSO peacebuilders, trust and communication scholars 

because we provide a rich consideration of the communicative aspects of trust often missing in 

studies of trust across academic disciplines. Our interviewees articulated the difference between 

trust and distrust and identified communication strategies for each condition. The dynamic 

toolkit of communication strategies suggests these peacebuilders are reflective in their practice; 

they make innately sophisticated, calculated decisions about when to listen, what to say, how to 

talk about peace and conflict. This finding has tangible implications for donors and funders of 

peace initiatives. Peacebuilding organizations should train peacebuilders in communication for 

trust building, teaching them how to make explicit what our interviewees have implicitly learned. 

Understanding how distrust can be decreased and trust built through communication, and the 
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strategies that peacebuilders use, provides a foundation for future research and more importantly, 

future peacebuilding practices. 
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