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Abstract: This study explores the reintegration experiences of former members of armed groups in Cagayan de Oro City through a focused ethnographic approach. Moving beyond policy-driven perspectives, it centers on the lived realities of adult and mid-level returnees as they navigate identity reconstruction, stigma, and community belonging. Data were gathered through participant observation, in-depth interviews, and community immersion.
Findings reveal that reintegration is a dynamic and non-linear process shaped by everyday interactions, social relationships, and structural conditions. Returnees continuously reconstruct their identities while negotiating persistent stigma and conditional acceptance within their communities. Reintegration is experienced through five key domains: reclaiming civilian identity, living between acceptance and stigma, peace as a lived experience, resilience through social support, and transformation of beliefs and worldviews. Social support systems, particularly family and community networks, play a critical role in fostering resilience and belonging. However, structural supports such as livelihood programs and institutional assistance function both as enabling and constraining forces due to inconsistencies and inequalities in implementation.
The study highlights reintegration as an ongoing, relational process and underscores the need for culturally grounded, community-based approaches to support sustainable peacebuilding.
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Introduction
Armed conflict leaves profound and long-lasting impacts on individuals, families, and communities. In the Philippines, decades-old confrontations involving the New People’s Army (NPA) and the Moro Islamic Liberation Front (MILF) have shaped generations of former members whose lives now extend beyond the battlefield. Government initiatives such as the Enhanced Comprehensive Local Integration Program (E-CLIP) and the normalization track under the Comprehensive Agreement on the Bangsamoro (CAB) were created to support their transition. However, while these programs outline structured assistance, the day-to-day realities of reintegration are far more complex than administrative frameworks suggest.
Reintegration is not merely logistical or economic; it is deeply personal, social, and relational. Former members must renegotiate identity, confront stigma, and seek acceptance in communities that may still associate them with past insurgency. These challenges are increasingly recognized in recent studies. For example, Cubero et al. (2024) showed that former members in Davao de Oro struggle between their desire for freedom, their past experiences, and new life goals such as pursuing education. Pressures related to livelihood persist despite emerging opportunities (Lodangco, 2022). Family and community-based support also remain essential for the rehabilitation of decommissioned MILF members (Alongan et al., 2023). Likewise, Sidchogan-Fuchigami (2025) found that stigma, guilt, and trauma coexist with resilience and hope, especially when reinforced by family involvement and cultural rituals.
Research evidence demonstrates that reintegration represents a complex human experience characterized by conflicting emotions, shifting social positions, and continuous negotiation (Torjesen, 2013; McMullin, 2012). Yet existing scholarship still has notable limitations. Many studies rely on cross-sectional snapshots that capture reintegration at one point in time rather than tracing its evolving nature (Pauls et al., 2021). Others present surface-level themes without deeply engaging with the lived realities of returnees in their everyday contexts (Derluyn et al., 2022). More importantly, adult and mid-level former members—often overshadowed by research on child soldiers—remain understudied. Their experiences with identity reconstruction, stigma negotiation, and belonging require deeper qualitative attention (McMullin, 2012; Torjesen, 2013).
This study aims to address these gaps by employing ethnography to document the lived experiences of former members in their natural social environments. Rather than viewing reintegration as a fixed endpoint, this research treats it as a continuous journey shaped by family dynamics, community interactions, livelihood challenges, and personal meaning-making. Through this approach, the study seeks to illuminate how structural supports such as education, economic opportunities, and community acceptance intersect with intimate struggles concerning identity and belonging (Honwana, 2021).
Specifically, this research examines how adult and mid-level former members reconstruct selfhood after disengagement, negotiate stigma, and rebuild social connections. It also explores how institutional, cultural, and relational factors influence their reintegration pathways in Cagayan de Oro City.
This inquiry is significant because it enables a fuller understanding of former members not merely as program beneficiaries or security concerns, but as human beings with complex life histories. Janzen (2014) emphasizes that biographical narratives reveal emotional and moral dimensions of reintegration that standard evaluations often miss. Reintegration is also shaped by everyday social encounters, as Baez, Santamaría-García, and Ibáñez (2019) argue, where family, community, and institutional interactions continually reshape returnees’ sense of identity and belonging. McMullin (2013) likewise warns that portraying former members solely as subjects of policy overlooks the nuanced human experiences that accompany their transition. Narrative-centered and ethnographic approaches thus offer essential insights for designing reintegration programs that align with the realities, needs, and cultural contexts of returnees. By bringing these lived experiences to light, this study contributes to more inclusive, humane, and effective peacebuilding efforts.

Methods

Research Design
This research will employ focused ethnography, which differs from traditional ethnography by concentrating on a specific group or issue within a shorter and more intensive timeframe (Knoblauch, 2005). This approach will enable the researcher to observe returnees in their everyday environments, such as in their homes, during community gatherings or meals, and within program-related activities, and to conduct semi-structured interviews to elicit personal narratives. Focused ethnography emphasizes the social and cultural context in which knowledge is produced, thereby allowing for an in-depth analysis of how individual experiences, social interactions, and structural factors intersect in the process of reintegration. Moreover, the study is anchored in the Social Identity Theory (Tajfel and Turner, 1979), which emphasizes how an individual’s identity isshaped and derived through memberships, affiliations, and categorizations within social groups.Integrating the Social Identity Theory into ethnographic processes allows the researcher to explore and determine how rebel returnees navigate complexities of their former identity, approach shifts in group affiliation as they reintegrate, and graduallydevelop new social identities as they transition.

Sample and Sampling Procedure
The study will involve six to ten adult or mid-level ex-combatants, particularly former New People’s Army (NPA) insurgents from various areas including Bukidnon, Cagayan de Oro City, and Iligan City who have gathered and completed formal reintegration through government or community-based programs in Cagayan de Oro City. Participants will be selected using purposive sampling and must meet the following criteria: (a) they are at least 18 years of age and were formerly affiliated with armed groups, (b) they have resided in the community for at least one year following reintegration, and (c) they are willing to share their experiences and participate in observational activities.
To ensure a more comprehensive understanding of the reintegration process, key informants such as community leaders, family members, and reintegration program personnel will be engaged. Their insights will complement the narratives of returnees by providing contextual information about community dynamics, conditions of social acceptance, and the perceived effectiveness of reintegration programs.

Data Collection Methods
The study employed a two-week ethnographic immersion to gather data through sustained engagement within the community. Initial entry involved meeting key leaders and gatekeepers to establish rapport, explain the purpose of the study, and secure informed consent, while simultaneously observing everyday routines and social interactions. As immersion deepened, participant observation was conducted in key community settings such as marketplaces, schools, or barangay halls, complemented by informal conversations that captured local perspectives and meanings. The researcher actively engaged in community life by participating in daily activities and gatherings, particularly focusing on specific groups to understand patterns, values, and cultural practices. Reflexive field notes were recorded daily, with a midpoint reflection used to identify emerging themes and adjust subsequent inquiry. In the second week, data collection expanded to include semi-structured interviews and continued observation of core activities, as well as attendance at significant community events to contextualize routine practices. Follow-up conversations with key informants were conducted to clarify interpretations and deepen understanding. The immersion concluded with a formal exit process, expressions of gratitude, and the consolidation of detailed field notes, ensuring a holistic and contextually grounded account of the community’s lived experiences.
To ensure depth and triangulation, three primary methods will be employed for data collection. First, the researcher will conduct participant observation in community spaces to gain an understanding of the daily activities, routines, and interactions of the returnees. These observations will be documented in detailed field notes, focusing on how participants negotiate their identities and manage experiences of stigma. Second, the returnee participants will take part in semi-structured interviews conducted over two or three sessions, each lasting 45 to 60 minutes. These interviews will explore their personal histories, experiences with reintegration, perceptions of acceptance within the community, and strategies for coping with stigma. Additional interviews with community leaders and service providers will provide further context regarding community dynamics and systemic factors influencing reintegration. Finally, focus group discussions (FGDs) involving five to seven participants will be conducted to explore group dynamics, shared Narra tives, and collective interpretations of reintegration experiences.

Data Analysis
Thematic analysis following Braun and Clarke (2006) will be used to guide the interpretation of data within the study’s theoretical frameworks. Initially, transcripts and field notes will undergo open coding, wherein the researcher will code the data line by line to capture initial ideas related to identity negotiation, stigma, and social integration. In the next phase, these preliminary codes will be organized through axial coding into broader categories that illustrate the relationships among identity, stigma, and community dynamics. Selective coding will then refine these categories into overarching themes that encapsulate the returnees lived experiences of belonging, coping, and adaptation. To further enrich the analysis, participants’ narratives will be compared across cases to identify both common patterns and divergent reintegration trajectories.


Trustworthiness 
To enhance the credibility and rigor of this qualitative inquiry, the study will be guided by the trustworthiness criteria proposed by Lincoln and Guba (1985) which include credibility, transferability, dependability and confirmability.
Credibility will be strengthened through the authenticity of participants’ voices, reflecting the genuine lived experiences of ex-combatants. Triangulation will be employed by comparing and cross-checking data from multiple sources, including in-depth interviews, community observations, and program documents. This method minimizes single-source bias and provides a more comprehensive understanding of returnees’ reintegration. Member checking will also be conducted by sharing preliminary findings with participants and inviting their feedback, allowing them to confirm, clarify, or challenge interpretations. This process validates the findings and ensures that participants play an active role in shaping the narrative of their reintegration.
Transferability will be achieved by providing thick descriptions of the research site, cultural context, and community dynamics that influence the lives of returnees in Cagayan de Oro City. Through rich contextual detail, readers and future researchers can evaluate how the insights from this study might be applicable to other post-conflict settings, such as those in other regions of Mindanao or similar global reintegration contexts.
Dependability (replacing the term reliability in qualitative research) will be ensured through systematic documentation of all research procedures, including interview protocols, observation notes, coding decisions, and analytic memos. Peer debriefing with fellow social scientists and qualitative researchers will provide external reviews of coding processes and thematic interpretations, thereby enhancing the consistency and accountability of the findings.
Confirmability will be addressed by maintaining a reflexive journal throughout the research process, where the researcher records personal assumptions, positionality, and emotional reactions during fieldwork. This practice promotes transparency and demonstrates that the results are grounded in participants’ accounts rather than researcher bias. Additionally, the inclusion of anonymized data extracts will further illustrate that interpretations are supported by participants’ actual narratives.
By systematically applying these measures, the study aims to ensure that its findings are credible, transferable, dependable, and confirmable, thereby demonstrating methodological rigor and ethical integrity in exploring the reintegration experiences of former combatants.

Ethical Considerations
Because this research involves sensitive and potentially emotional topics, the study will strictly adhere to established ethical guidelines, particularly those outlined in the Belmont Report: respect for persons, beneficence, and justice. Respect for persons will be upheld by obtaining informed consent from all participants. Before data collection, the researcher will clearly explain the purpose of the study, the nature of participation, and any potential risks or benefits. Participants will sign consent forms and will be reminded that they have the right to withdraw from the study at any time without any negative consequence.
To protect participants’ privacy and dignity, all personal information will remain confidential. Identifiers such as names, locations, and organizations will be replaced with pseudonyms, and data will be securely stored. The study will also ensure beneficence by minimizing potential harm and maximizing benefits; if any discussion leads to emotional distress, participants will be provided with information about local counseling and support services.
Justice will be observed by ensuring fairness in participant selection. Recruitment will be voluntary, without coercion or discrimination, and will aim to include diverse voices, particularly those from marginalized or less visible groups. Throughout the research process, the researcher will maintain a reflexive journal to record personal assumptions, emotional responses, and positionality, promoting transparency, accountability, and ethical integrity in the interpretation of findings.
By upholding these principles, the study safeguards participants’ welfare and aligns with international standards for human subjects research and the mission of Lourdes College to nurture scholars committed to service, justice, and human dignity.

Results and Discussion

Presentation of Findings

Cultural Domain 1
Reclaiming Civilian Identity
Reclaiming civilian identity among Friends Rescued (FR) under the Enhanced Comprehensive Local Integration Program (ECLIP) is a deeply cultural and transformative process. It goes beyond a simple transition from armed struggle to civilian life; rather, it involves the reconstruction of identity, the reorientation of values, and the renegotiation of belief systems within a new social environment. This domain reflects the shared cultural experience of FRs as they navigate the complexities of reintegration, balancing past affiliations with present realities.
From an ethnographic lens, reclaiming identity is not a singular event but an ongoing process shaped by social interactions, institutional structures, and internal reflections. FRs reconstruct their sense of self through everyday practices—participating in community activities, engaging with family members, and accessing state-provided services. Programs such as Enhanced Comprehensive Local Integration Program (ECLIP) facilitate this transition by promoting social inclusion, support systems, and access to basic services that help redefine identities from combatants to civilians (International Journal of Field Management Research [IJFMR], 2025). 
The cultural domain of Reclaiming Civilian Identity answers the question of how former members of armed groups in Cagayan de Oro City reconstruct their personal and social identities by revealing that reintegration is a culturally embedded process shaped by lived experiences, shared meanings, and social interactions. Former rebels reconstruct their identities through gradual acceptance, both of themselves and from their communities, while overcoming fear and psychological distress rooted in their past involvement. This transformation is facilitated by access to support and services and opportunities for economic improvement, which enable them to assume positive roles as workers, parents, and community members. At the same time, their experiences of coercion and manipulation during insurgency inform their shifting belief systems, leading to a rejection of violence and a renewed commitment to peace. Through civic engagement and the exercise of rights, they renegotiate their social identities and gain recognition as legitimate members of society, while safety and security provide the necessary conditions for sustaining these changes. Ultimately, identity reconstruction among former rebels is not only an individual process but also a collective cultural transformation grounded in empowerment, belonging, and the redefinition of values within the community.
The process of reintegration among Friends Rescued (FR) under the Enhanced Comprehensive Local Integration Program is deeply embedded within broader cultural domains that shape how individuals reinterpret their place in society. As friends rescued navigate the shift from armed struggle to civilian life, their experiences reflect not only structural adjustments but also profound cultural transformations. These transformations are expressed through changing norms, shared meanings, and evolving social relationships within their communities. Central to this cultural domain is the reconstruction of identity, which involves redefining personal values and belief systems in ways that align with civilian life. Thus, the domain of Identity Reconstruction, Cultural Values, and Belief Systems emerges as a critical lens in understanding how Friends Rescued rebuild their sense of self and belonging within the context of reintegration.



Identity Reconstruction, Cultural Values, and Belief Systems
Reclaiming civilian identity among Friends Rescued (FR) under the Enhanced Comprehensive Local Integration Program (ECLIP) reflects a dynamic process of identity reconstruction shaped by cultural values, belief systems, and lived experiences. This domain is understood through two interrelated dimensions: Identity and Personal Transformation and Identity and Social Perception, expressed through key categories such as acceptance, access to support and services, civic engagement and rights, coercion and manipulation, economic improvement, empowerment to self-development, fear and psychological distress, positive roles, and safety and security.

Identity and Personal Transformation
Identity reconstruction begins with acceptance, both internally and externally. Friends Rescued often describe a transition marked by fear and psychological distress, stemming from past involvement in armed struggle and uncertainty about reintegration. Feelings of anxiety, guilt, and stigma are common, particularly during the early stages of return. These emotional struggles reflect broader patterns observed among former combatants who have trouble redefining themselves outside insurgent identities (Dela Cruz, 2023).
Over time, self-acceptance develops alongside community acceptance, enabling FRs to gradually detach from their former roles. This transformation is reinforced through access to support and services, including financial assistance, psychosocial interventions, and skills training provided under ECLIP. These services not only address material needs but also serve as symbolic mechanisms of recognition and inclusion. Reintegration programs that offer sustained support contribute significantly to rebuilding identity and fostering long-term adjustment (Philippine Institute for Development Studies [PIDS], 2021).
The process further unfolds through empowerment to self-development, where FRs begin to envision new life trajectories. Participation in training programs and livelihood initiatives allows them to develop competencies and regain confidence. As a result, they start to assume positive roles such as parents, workers, and community members. These emerging roles reflect a shift in belief systems—from participation in armed conflict to engagement in peaceful and productive civilian life. 

Social Perception
Identity is not only internally constructed but also socially negotiated. Within the community, FRs navigate how they are perceived and accepted by others. Engagement in civic life plays a crucial role in this process. Through civic engagement and rights, FRs participate in barangay activities, local governance, and community-building efforts, which help redefine their identity as active contributors rather than former insurgents.
However, their past experiences of coercion and manipulation remain embedded in their narratives. Many recount how socio-economic hardships, ideological persuasion, and limited opportunities influenced their involvement in insurgency (Santos, 2022). These experiences shape their current perspectives, often strengthening their commitment to peace and stability.
Economic improvement is another critical factor in reshaping social perception. Livelihood assistance and employment opportunities provided under ECLIP serve as tangible indicators of reintegration. As FRs achieve financial stability, they gain not only independence but also increased respect and acceptance within their communities.
Equally important is the assurance of safety and security, which underpins the entire process of identity reconstruction. A secure environment allows FRs to disengage from their former affiliations and fully embrace civilian life. Without a sense of safety, both personal transformation and social acceptance remain fragile.



Cultural Domain 2
Living Between Acceptance and Stigma
The second cultural domain, Living Between Acceptance and Stigma, captures the complex and often contradictory realities faced by friends rescued of armed groups as they reintegrate into civilian life. Unlike the initial process of identity reconstruction, which focuses on internal transformation, this domain emphasizes the social environment in which these identities are tested and negotiated. Friends rescued do not reintegrate into a neutral space; instead, they enter communities where acceptance is conditional and stigma persists. Their daily experiences reflect a balancing act between being recognized as reformed individuals and being remembered for their past affiliations. This tension shapes their sense of belonging, access to opportunities, and participation in community life. As such, this cultural domain highlights that reintegration is not only about personal change but also about navigating social inclusion, structural barriers, and ongoing risks. Within this context, the domain of Reintegration Experiences emerges, focusing on how former rebels experience social inclusion and belonging, access to community, and barriers, risks, and insecurity as they live through the realities of acceptance and stigma.
The cultural domain of Living Between Acceptance and Stigma answers the research question of how returnees experience, negotiate, and manage stigma within their families, peer groups, and the broader community by showing that reintegration is a continuous process of balancing inclusion and exclusion. Returnees experience stigma as a persistent social mark that shapes their interactions, often encountering mixed responses of acceptance and suspicion, particularly within their families where support may coexist with doubt and emotional tension (Cubero et al., 2024). In peer groups and community settings, they negotiate stigma through ongoing efforts to demonstrate change, carefully managing how they present themselves and engaging in socially valued behaviors that signal transformation. This reflects how acceptance is often conditional and must be repeatedly earned. At the same time, returnees manage stigma by navigating social and institutional spaces, utilizing available support systems, and aligning themselves with roles and activities that foster recognition and legitimacy. However, stigma remains embedded in both interpersonal relationships and broader social structures, creating barriers that require constant adjustment and resilience (Abenir et al., 2025; Giovanni et al., 2025). Ultimately, this cultural domain reveals that returnees do not simply overcome stigma but live within it, continuously negotiating their identities and belonging in a social environment where acceptance and stigma coexist. 

Reintegration Experiences
The domain reintegration experiences situates reintegration not merely as the absence of armed conflict, but as an everyday, embodied reality shaped by structural supports such as education, livelihood programs, and community rituals. Among friends rescued in Cagayan de Oro City, peace is not an abstract ideal; it is something practiced, negotiated, and sustained through access to opportunities, participation in community life, and engagement with institutional systems. This domain answers the research question—how structural supports shape reintegration—by demonstrating that these supports function as enabling and constraining forces that influence how ex-combatants rebuild their lives, identities, and relationships.
Within this domain, reintegration unfolds through the broader framework of Reintegration Experiences, where peace is experienced through social inclusion and belonging, access to community, and barriers, risks, and insecurity. These themes are shaped by interrelated structures—programmatic, relational, regulating, and constraining—that define the conditions under which peace becomes lived and meaningful.

Social Inclusion and Belonging
Within the sphere of collective and community life, the returnees of the community housing engaged in shared spaces that serve as both sites of inclusion and arenas of subtle exclusion. Participation in barangay activities, religious gatherings, livelihood groups, and informal social interactions allows returnees to re-enter the social fabric and demonstrate their transformation through visible engagement. These collective practices function as mechanisms through which acceptance is gradually extended, as returnees become familiar presences in everyday community life.
However, these same spaces also act as sites where stigma is reproduced. The visibility required for participation exposes returnees to observation, evaluation, and, at times, silent judgment. Community members may acknowledge their presence yet remain cautious, maintaining a social distance shaped by memory and perception. In this sense, belonging is conditional—it is granted through participation but remains subject to withdrawal should trust be questioned.
Returnees, therefore, develop strategies of social navigation. They carefully manage their interactions, regulate their behavior, and align themselves with socially valued roles in order to sustain acceptance. This constant negotiation reflects a deeper cultural dynamic where reintegration is performed and validated within collective life. Over time, repeated participation may transform suspicion into familiarity, and familiarity into tentative trust. Yet, the possibility of stigma remains ever-present, embedded within the social memory of the community. 

Access to Community
Access to community reflects how ex-combatants engage with both formal and informal systems that support reintegration. Programmatic structures play a central role in facilitating this access by providing education, livelihood training, and financial assistance. These supports serve as entry points into civilian life, enabling returnees to reconnect with societal systems and rebuild their sense of agency.
Simultaneously, relational structures—such as support from family, barangay leaders, and community members—enhance or hinder access. These relationships influence whether returnees feel welcomed or excluded, shaping their willingness to participate in community life. 
The process is further shaped by regulating structures, including policies, rules, and institutional requirements that govern reintegration programs. While these structures are intended to ensure order and accountability, they can also create barriers when processes are complex or restrictive. Returnees must learn to navigate these systems, balancing compliance with their need for support.
In this theme, peace is experienced through the ability to access opportunities and participate meaningfully in community life. However, this access is uneven and contingent upon both structural conditions and social relationships.
Barriers, Risks, and Insecurity
Despite the presence of structural supports, reintegration remains fraught with challenges. Constraining structures are most evident in this theme, where stigma, economic instability, and limited resources create ongoing barriers. These challenges can undermine the sense of security necessary for sustaining peace, leaving returnees vulnerable to uncertainty and marginalization.
Regulating structures also contribute to these risks, particularly when policies are inconsistently implemented or fail to address the complex needs of returnees. Delays in assistance, bureaucratic hurdles, and gaps in program delivery can weaken trust in institutions and hinder reintegration efforts.
Moreover, the absence or fragility of relational structures—such as weak community support or strained family relationships—can intensify feelings of insecurity. Without strong social networks, returnees may struggle to maintain stability and confidence in their new roles.
In this context, peace is not a fixed state but a fragile condition that must be continuously sustained. It is experienced alongside risk and uncertainty, requiring resilience and ongoing support.


CULTURAL DOMAIN 3
PEACE AS A LIVED EXPERIENCE
The third cultural domain Peace as a Lived Experience reflects how friends rescued of armed groups in Cagayan de Oro City come to understand and embody peace not as an abstract ideal, but as a daily, lived reality shaped by structural supports, social relationships, and emotional transformations. Within this cultural domain, reintegration is not simply the cessation of armed struggle; rather, it is the ongoing process of learning how to live peacefully through everyday practices, interactions, and engagements with institutions. Peace is experienced through access to education, livelihood programs, and community rituals, which function as structures that shape behavior, guide emotional adjustment, and foster belonging.
The cultural domain Peace as a Lived Experience answers the research question by showing that structural supports do not simply facilitate reintegration in a linear or uniform way. Instead, they shape reintegration as a lived and negotiated process, where ex-combatants interact with programmatic, relational, regulating, and constraining structures that simultaneously enable and limit their transition.
Education programs, livelihood initiatives, and community rituals function as programmatic structures that provide opportunities for transformation and inclusion. Family, peers, and community relationships act as relational structures that affirm or challenge belonging. Policies and institutional processes serve as regulating structures that organize reintegration but may also create barriers. Meanwhile, stigma, inequality, and insecurity represent constraining structures that complicate the experience of peace.
Through these interconnected structures, peace becomes a lived reality—one that is practiced through participation, shaped by access, and challenged by ongoing risks. Thus, reintegration is not merely about receiving support but about navigating and negotiating the structures that define everyday life. This cultural domain ultimately reveals that peace is experienced not as a final outcome, but as a continuous process shaped by both opportunity and constraint. 

Community Relationships, Psychosocial and Emotional Adjustments
Within the cultural domain of peace as a lived experience, community relationships serve as a primary site where returnees renegotiate their sense of self and belonging. Reintegration unfolds through everyday interactions with family members, neighbors, and local networks, where acceptance is both sought and tested. Experiences of acceptance and belonging play a crucial role in reshaping returnees’ beliefs about their place in society. When communities extend recognition and inclusion, returnees begin to reinterpret themselves not as former combatants, but as legitimate members of the social collective.
However, this process is often complicated by social labeling, where returnees continue to be associated with their past identities. These labels influence how they are treated and how they perceive themselves, creating a tension between acceptance and exclusion. As a result, returnees must actively negotiate their relationships, demonstrating change through consistent participation and behavior. This ongoing interaction supports identity transformation, as they gradually redefine their roles within the community.
At the same time, structural barriers—such as limited access to opportunities or uneven community support—can hinder the development of strong relationships. These barriers highlight that community acceptance is not uniform and may depend on broader social and economic conditions. Despite these challenges, community relationships remain central to the transformation of beliefs, as they provide the context in which returnees experience inclusion, rejection, and the possibility of belonging.
The peace as a lived experiences is deeply shaped by the internal experiences of returnees, particularly through their psychosocial and emotional adjustments. Reintegration involves confronting psychological barriers such as fear, anxiety, guilt, and self-doubt, which influence how returnees engage with others and perceive their future. These emotional challenges reflect the lingering impact of conflict and the difficulty of transitioning into civilian life.
The presence of a residual conflict identity further complicates this process, as past experiences continue to shape returnees’ thoughts, behaviors, and reactions. Even as they attempt to adopt new roles, elements of their former identity may persist, creating internal tension and uncertainty. This highlights that transformation is not a complete break from the past, but a gradual process of negotiation between old and new ways of thinking.
Additionally, the presence of insecurity—whether related to safety, livelihood, or social acceptance—affects emotional stability and confidence. Returnees may remain cautious in their interactions, unsure of how they will be perceived or treated. These feelings challenge the assumption that reintegration leads directly to psychological stability, revealing instead that emotional adjustment is ongoing and context-dependent.
Despite these challenges, psychosocial adjustments also open pathways for growth. As returnees engage with supportive relationships and access opportunities for development, they begin to reconstruct their beliefs about themselves and their capabilities. Over time, this process fosters resilience and a more positive outlook, contributing to a broader transformation of worldview. 
	
Social Connection and Relational Support
Community Relationships, Psychosocial and Emotional Adjustments is deeply anchored in social connection and relational support, where returnees reinterpret their place in society through relationships with family, peers, and community members. Experiences of acceptance and belonging play a critical role in reshaping their beliefs, as inclusion affirms their capacity to change and be recognized beyond their past. However, this process is often complicated by social labeling, where returnees continue to be identified as former rebels, creating tension between acceptance and exclusion.
Through sustained interaction, returnees gradually rebuild trust and redefine relationships. These interactions help facilitate identity transformation, as they begin to see themselves not only through the lens of their past but as active participants in community life. Yet, this transformation is not without difficulty. Psychological barriers, such as fear of rejection and self-doubt, continue to influence how they engage with others, while the presence of insecurity—whether social or economic—shapes their willingness to form deeper connections.
Relational support becomes a key mechanism through which beliefs are transformed. Encouragement from family, shared experiences with peers, and recognition from the community contribute to a gradual shift in worldview—from one shaped by conflict and survival to one oriented toward trust, cooperation, and belonging. In this sense, transformation is not achieved in isolation but through continuous interaction within supportive social environments.

Engagement with Power and Conflict
Returnees’ transformation of beliefs is also shaped by their ongoing engagement with power and conflict, particularly in how they relate to authority, institutions, and unresolved tensions within their communities. Through institutional access, such as participation in government programs or interaction with local authorities, returnees encounter new forms of power that differ from those experienced within armed movements. These encounters influence how they perceive authority—shifting from resistance or distrust toward cautious engagement and, in some cases, acceptance.
However, this shift is not always smooth. Structural barriers, including bureaucratic processes and unequal access to resources, can reinforce feelings of marginalization and challenge their trust in institutions. At the same time, remnants of past experiences contribute to a residual conflict identity, where perceptions of power remain influenced by previous struggles against authority. This creates a complex dynamic where returnees must reconcile past oppositional beliefs with present realities that require cooperation and compliance.
Engagement with conflict also persists in subtle forms. Returnees may encounter interpersonal tensions, community mistrust, or internal conflicts as they navigate their new roles. These experiences require them to renegotiate their responses to conflict, moving away from confrontation toward dialogue and adaptation. In doing so, they gradually reconstruct their understanding of conflict—not as something to be engaged through violence, but as something to be managed within social and institutional frameworks.

CULTURAL DOMAIN 4
RESILIENCE THROUGH SOCIAL SUPPORT
Resilience among returnees is not merely an individual capacity to endure hardship, but a socially produced and sustained condition rooted in everyday interactions, relationships, and shared practices. The cultural domain Resilience Through Social Support captures how friends rescued of armed groups in Cagayan de Oro City rebuild their lives through continuous engagement with others—within families, peer networks, communities, and institutions. In this domain, resilience is lived through connection: it is shaped by how returnees are received, how they participate, and how they gradually re-establish trust and acceptance in the spaces they now inhabit.
At the core of this domain is the experience of normalized daily life, where ordinary routines become powerful markers of reintegration. Activities such as working, attending community gatherings, participating in religious services, or simply engaging in casual conversations reflect a return to socially recognized patterns of living. These everyday practices signal not only stability but also inclusion. Through participation in collective and community life, returnees begin to feel that they are no longer outsiders but part of a shared social world. Belonging, in this sense, is not declared—it is practiced through repeated presence and participation.
Resilience is further sustained through micro connections, the small, often unnoticed interactions that accumulate over time. A greeting from a neighbor, a shared meal with family, a conversation with a barangay official, or assistance from a peer—these moments form the foundation of social reintegration. Through these interactions, returnees engage in relational support practices, where emotional encouragement, practical help, and mutual understanding are exchanged. These practices are crucial in rebuilding trust and acceptance, as they allow returnees to demonstrate reliability and sincerity in everyday contexts. Trust is not immediate; it is gradually constructed through consistency, familiarity, and shared experiences.
At a broader level, resilience is shaped by engagement with institutions and organized support systems. Through authority engagement, returnees interact with local leaders, program implementers, and government agencies that facilitate their reintegration. These interactions provide not only access to resources but also a form of recognition that legitimizes their transition into civilian life. When returnees are included in programs, consulted in decisions, or acknowledged by authorities, they experience a sense of validation that strengthens their confidence and belonging. These engagements also foster trust and building shared action, where returnees and institutional actors collaborate in achieving common goals, such as livelihood development or community improvement.
However, resilience within this domain is not without tension. Returnees also navigate moments of conflict engagement, where misunderstandings, suspicion, or unresolved tensions surface in their interactions with others. These situations test their ability to maintain relationships and require them to manage emotions, expectations, and perceptions carefully. In some cases, institutional interactions may also take on a controlling dimension, where monitoring and compliance requirements create a sense of restriction. These restrictive and controlling structures can complicate the process of building trust, as returnees may feel that their past continues to define how they are treated.
Despite these challenges, resilience emerges through the ability to persist in connection. Returnees continue to participate, engage, and build relationships even in the presence of uncertainty. Over time, repeated interactions transform initial suspicion into familiarity, and familiarity into acceptance. Through this process, resilience becomes visible not as a dramatic transformation, but as a gradual accumulation of everyday practices that sustain belonging.
Ultimately, the cultural domain Resilience Through Social Support reveals that reintegration is lived through relationships. It is through participation in community life, engagement with support systems, and the continuous negotiation of trust that returnees rebuild their identities and secure their place in society. Resilience, therefore, is not an isolated trait but a collective achievement—one that is co-created through shared actions, mutual recognition, and the ongoing work of living together.
The cultural domain Resilience Through Social Support answers the research question by showing that returnees’ sense of belonging, trust, and acceptance is revealed through everyday social practices rather than singular events. Belonging is expressed through participation in normalized daily life and collective community activities. Trust is built through micro connections, relational support practices, and consistent engagement with both community members and institutions. Acceptance is negotiated through authority engagement and reinforced through shared actions within organized programs.
At the same time, the domain highlights that these experiences are shaped by both enabling and constraining conditions. Support systems and institutional interactions provide opportunities for connection and growth, while restrictive structures and conflicts present challenges that must be navigated. Through this interplay, resilience emerges as a dynamic process grounded in everyday interactions.
Ultimately, this cultural domain demonstrates that reintegration is lived through daily practices where trust is built, belonging is experienced, and acceptance is continuously negotiated. It reveals that resilience is not merely the ability to endure challenges, but the capacity to form meaningful connections and participate in shared social life within the community.

Support Systems and Institutional Interaction
The cultural domain Resilience Through Social Support reflects how returnees construct and sustain their sense of belonging, trust, and acceptance through everyday interactions and shared practices within their communities. In the context of reintegration, resilience is not solely an individual attribute but a socially embedded process shaped by relationships, routines, and institutional engagements. Among former members of armed groups in Cagayan de Oro City, resilience is experienced through participation in community life, engagement with support systems, and the rebuilding of trust in both interpersonal and institutional contexts.
This domain answers the research question—what everyday interactions and practices reveal returnees’ sense of belonging, trust, and acceptance—by demonstrating that these qualities are not abstract feelings but are manifested in ordinary, repeated social practices. These include participation in communal activities, daily interactions with family and peers, cooperation with local authorities, and involvement in structured programs. Through these practices, returnees gradually re-establish themselves as trusted and accepted members of society.
Within the broader domain of Support Systems and Institutional Interaction, resilience is expressed through three interrelated themes: Participation and Support Systems, Organizational and System Design, and Restrictive and Controlling Structure. Each theme reveals how different forms of interaction and structure shape the lived experience of reintegration.

Participation and Support Systems
Resilience is most visible in the everyday participation of returnees in collective and community life. Activities such as attending barangay meetings, joining community events, participating in religious practices, and engaging in livelihood work represent forms of normalized daily life that signal reintegration. These ordinary routines are powerful indicators of belonging, as they reflect a return to socially recognized patterns of interaction.
At the interpersonal level, resilience is sustained through micro connections—small but meaningful interactions with family members, neighbors, and peers. Greetings, shared meals, conversations, and acts of mutual assistance contribute to a growing sense of familiarity and acceptance. These interactions form the foundation of relational support practices, where emotional and practical support is exchanged within close networks.
Through these practices, returnees experience trust and acceptance as something gradually built rather than immediately granted. Trust is reinforced when returnees consistently participate in community life and fulfill expected social roles. Over time, these repeated interactions foster trust and building shared action, where returnees and community members collaborate in activities that benefit the collective, further strengthening social bonds.

Organizational and System Design
The role of institutions and organized support systems is central to shaping reintegration experiences. Through authority engagement, returnees interact with local government units, program implementers, and community leaders who facilitate access to services and opportunities. These interactions are critical in establishing legitimacy, as recognition from authorities signals formal acceptance within the community.
Institutional programs also create structured spaces for participation, enabling returnees to engage in livelihood training, education, and community development initiatives. These structured engagements support trust and building shared action, as returnees work alongside others in achieving common goals.
However, the effectiveness of these systems depends on how they are designed and implemented. When institutions are responsive and inclusive, they strengthen relational ties and reinforce a sense of belonging. Conversely, when systems are rigid or inaccessible, they can limit participation and weaken trust. Thus, organizational structures play a dual role in either facilitating or constraining the development of resilience.
Restrictive and Controlling Structure
Despite the presence of support systems, friends rescued also encounter restrictive and controlling structures that shape their reintegration. These are evident in experiences of conflict engagement, where returnees must navigate tensions, misunderstandings, or lingering mistrust within their communities. Such situations test their resilience and require careful management of relationships.
Additionally, certain forms of authority engagement may be experienced as controlling rather than supportive, particularly when monitoring, surveillance, or strict compliance requirements are emphasized. While these measures are intended to ensure security and accountability, they can also create feelings of constraint and limit the autonomy of friends rescued.
These structures can disrupt the development of trust and acceptance, especially when returnees feel that they are still being judged or controlled based on their past. As a result, resilience in this context involves not only participation and engagement but also the ability to navigate and adapt to these limitations.

CULTURAL DOMAIN 5
TRANSFORMATION OF BELIEFS AND WORLDVIEWS
The cultural domain Transformation of Beliefs and Worldviews captures the internal shifts that occur among returnees as they move from life within armed movements to participation in civilian society. This transformation is not immediate nor uniform; rather, it unfolds gradually through lived experiences, emotional adjustments, and continuous interaction with others. For former members of armed groups in Cagayan de Oro City, reintegration is not simply about changing environments—it is about rethinking deeply held beliefs about identity, authority, community, and the meaning of peace itself.
At the center of this transformation is the tension between past and present identities. Returnees carry with them a residual conflict identity, shaped by years of ideological commitment, discipline, and collective struggle. This identity does not disappear upon disengagement; instead, it lingers and intersects with emerging civilian roles. As returnees begin to reconstruct themselves, they undergo identity transformation, redefining who they are in relation to family, community, and society. This process is often marked by uncertainty, as they navigate between who they were and who they are becoming.
Their evolving worldview is also shaped by their experiences of acceptance and belonging within their communities. While some returnees encounter support and inclusion, others continue to face social labeling, where they are identified and remembered primarily as former rebels. These labels influence how they are treated and how they perceive themselves, often reinforcing feelings of difference and exclusion. As a result, returnees must actively negotiate their sense of belonging, gradually reshaping their beliefs about their place in society.
Psychosocial and emotional adjustments further influence this transformation. Returnees frequently confront psychological barriers, including fear, anxiety, and self-doubt, which affect their confidence and decision-making. The presence of insecurity—whether related to safety, livelihood, or social acceptance—adds another layer of complexity, shaping how they interpret their environment and their future. These experiences challenge the assumption that reintegration leads directly to stability; instead, they reveal that transformation involves ongoing emotional and cognitive work.
At the same time, engagement with institutions and opportunities introduces new perspectives. Through institutional access, such as participation in government programs, education, or livelihood initiatives, returnees are exposed to alternative ways of living and thinking. These experiences contribute to a gradual shift in worldview, where survival and struggle are replaced with aspirations for stability, family well-being, and community participation. However, structural barriers, including limited access, bureaucratic challenges, and unequal opportunities, can hinder this process, reinforcing feelings of marginalization and limiting the full realization of transformation.
Ultimately, the cultural domain Transformation of Beliefs and Worldviews reveals that reintegration is deeply rooted in how returnees reinterpret their past and imagine their future. Their beliefs evolve through a continuous process of negotiation—between acceptance and stigma, security and uncertainty, past identity and future aspirations. Transformation, in this sense, is not a single outcome but an ongoing journey shaped by lived experience. It reflects a gradual reorientation toward peace, not only as a condition of society, but as a way of thinking, relating, and being in the world.

Daily Life Practices, Survival and Livelihood Practice
Within the cultural domain of Transformation of Beliefs and Worldviews, daily life practices serve as a critical space where change becomes visible and meaningful. Reintegration is lived through ordinary routines—waking up early for work, tending to family responsibilities, participating in community activities, and engaging in everyday conversations. These practices reflect a shift toward normalized daily life, where returnees begin to align their behaviors with socially accepted patterns. Through these routines, they gradually distance themselves from the irregular and often unstable rhythms of life within armed groups.
Daily practices also reinforce acceptance and belonging, as consistent participation in community life allows returnees to demonstrate reliability and commitment. Over time, these repeated actions help reshape how they are perceived, challenging social labeling and allowing others to see them beyond their past identities. At the same time, these practices support identity transformation, as returnees begin to internalize new roles and responsibilities within the civilian context.
However, daily life is not without tension. The presence of insecurity—whether economic or social—can disrupt routines and create uncertainty. Additionally, psychological barriers such as anxiety or fear may influence how confidently returnees engage in everyday interactions. Despite these challenges, daily life practices remain a foundational element in transforming beliefs, as they provide a consistent and tangible pathway toward stability and reintegration.
Survival and livelihood practices are central to how returnees reconstruct their worldview, particularly in redefining their relationship with work, resources, and future aspirations. Engagement in livelihood activities—such as farming, small businesses, or wage labor—represents a shift from survival within conflict to survival within civilian economic systems. Through these practices, returnees gain access to legitimate means of sustaining themselves and their families, reinforcing a sense of dignity and independence.
Institutional access plays a significant role in shaping these experiences, as programs that provide livelihood assistance, training, and financial support enable returnees to build new economic pathways. These opportunities contribute to empowerment and development, allowing them to envision a future grounded in stability rather than uncertainty.
However, livelihood practices are also shaped by structural barriers, including limited access to capital, unstable income, and competition within local economies. These challenges can hinder progress and reinforce feelings of vulnerability. At the same time, elements of a residual conflict identity may influence how returnees approach work, particularly if past experiences emphasized collective survival over individual economic participation.
Despite these constraints, livelihood practices remain a powerful site of transformation. Through sustained effort and adaptation, returnees begin to reconstruct their beliefs about what it means to live peacefully and productively. Work becomes not only a means of survival but also a symbol of change—a way to affirm their new identity and contribute to their communities. 

Peacebuilding and Future Aspirations
The transformation of beliefs and worldviews among returnees is most profoundly expressed in their orientation toward peacebuilding and future aspirations. As former members of armed groups disengage from conflict, their understanding of peace shifts from an abstract or political concept into a lived, practical reality rooted in everyday life. This transformation is shaped by their experiences of reintegration, where aspirations for stability, family well-being, and community harmony gradually replace past orientations toward struggle and resistance.
Through engagement in community life, returnees begin to participate in informal and formal peacebuilding efforts. Their involvement in local initiatives, cooperative activities, and communal decision-making reflects a growing commitment to participation and collective action. These practices signal a shift in worldview—from seeing society as divided by conflict to recognizing it as a shared space where collaboration and mutual responsibility are possible. In this sense, peacebuilding is not only enacted through organized programs but also through everyday acts of cooperation, respect, and coexistence.
At the same time, empowerment and development play a critical role in shaping future aspirations. Access to opportunities—such as education, livelihood programs, and institutional support—enables returnees to imagine new life trajectories. Through institutional access, they begin to see possibilities beyond survival, fostering aspirations centered on long-term stability, economic security, and social integration. These aspirations reflect a reorientation of beliefs, where the future is no longer defined by uncertainty and conflict but by growth and possibility.
However, this transformation is not without tension. The persistence of structural barriers and the presence of insecurity can limit the realization of these aspirations, creating uncertainty about whether envisioned futures can be achieved. Additionally, elements of a residual conflict identity may continue to influence how returnees perceive their role in society, sometimes creating hesitation in fully embracing new paths.
Despite these challenges, returnees actively reconstruct their sense of the future through hope, effort, and engagement. Their aspirations often center on rebuilding family relationships, securing stable livelihoods, and contributing positively to their communities. In doing so, they redefine peace not as the absence of conflict alone, but as the presence of opportunity, dignity, and belonging.
Ultimately, peacebuilding and future aspirations reveal that the transformation of beliefs and worldviews is forward-looking. It is through imagining and working toward a different future that returnees solidify their shift away from conflict-oriented identities. This theme highlights that reintegration is not only about adjusting to the present but also about constructing meaningful and hopeful visions of what lies ahead.

Collective And Community Life 
Collective and community life is not simply about people living near one another. It is about how people carry each other through the demands of everyday life. In the community, survival is rarely an individual effort. It is shared, felt, and practiced together. Daily life is shaped by relationships of care, mutual help, and responsibility, where people depend on one another not only for material needs but also for emotional strength, social belonging, and a sense of security.
The findings show that everyday practices such as working, cooking, caregiving, building homes, planting crops, selling goods, or preparing food are deeply collective in nature. These are not done in isolation. They are often carried out with family members, neighbors, and relatives, turning ordinary routines into expressions of solidarity. In these moments, livelihood becomes more than a way to earn a living. It becomes a way of keeping relationships alive. Every shared task reflects a deeper truth: people survive because they do not stand alone.
Ethnographic observation also reveals that community life becomes most visible in times of hardship. When resources are scarce, when someone falls ill, when income is uncertain, or when families face crisis, support often comes first from the community. Food is shared, labor is exchanged, small amounts of money are borrowed, and help is extended without the need for formal systems. These acts may seem simple on the surface, but they carry immense cultural meaning. They show that survival is rooted not only in hard work, but in compassion, reciprocity, and the quiet strength of human connection.
What is especially striking is how these practices are woven into the ordinary rhythm of life. A neighbor checking in, relatives helping during harvest, women preparing meals together, men gathering for communal labor, children learning through participation, elders offering guidance. These everyday interactions create a living culture of togetherness. They teach values not through formal instruction, but through action. Respect, generosity, responsibility, and unity are learned because they are lived. In this way, culture is not only preserved in ceremonies or traditions, but in daily acts of presence and care.
At the same time, collective life is not without difficulty. The study also shows that living closely with others comes with expectations, obligations, and at times personal sacrifice. Some individuals may feel pressure to give even when they have little, or to follow community roles that limit their choices. Yet these tensions do not weaken the meaning of community. Rather, they reveal its complexity. Collective life is not perfect harmony, but an ongoing negotiation of needs, duties, and relationships. It is precisely within these struggles that the strength of the community becomes more visible.
Ultimately, the results highlight that collective and community life is the heart of daily survival and livelihood practice. People endure not only because they work hard, but because they work, struggle, and hope together. The community becomes a space where burdens are shared, where no one is meant to carry life alone, and where the simple acts of helping, sharing, and showing up for one another become powerful expressions of culture. From an ethnographic perspective, this reveals a profound reality: survival is not only economic, it is deeply social, emotional, and human.



Risks, Harm, and Protection
The theme of risk, harm, and protection underscores the persistent vulnerabilities that define the lived experiences of returnees. Despite their disengagement from armed movements, returnees remain exposed to various forms of risk—social, economic, and psychological. These risks are not always overt; they often manifest in subtle forms such as discrimination, exclusion, and negative labeling, which reinforce stigma and limit opportunities for full reintegration.
The presence of harm is particularly evident in experiences of social rejection or marginalization. Returnees may encounter situations where they are excluded from opportunities, treated with suspicion, or reminded of their past in ways that undermine their efforts to move forward. These experiences contribute to a lingering sense of insecurity, shaping how returnees perceive their environment and interact with others.
In response, mechanisms of protection emerge as critical components of reintegration. Support from family, community leaders, peers, and institutional programs provides a buffer against these risks, offering both emotional and practical assistance. Protection creates spaces where returnees can engage more confidently, fostering a sense of safety that enables participation and growth.
However, protection is often fragile and contingent. It depends on the strength of relationships, the consistency of support systems, and the broader socio-political context. Returnees must therefore continuously assess their environment, balancing openness with caution. These dynamic highlights that reintegration is not only about inclusion but also about navigating vulnerability, where resilience is built through the ability to manage risk while seeking protection.

Participation and Collective Action
Transformation becomes visible through participation and collective action, where returnees engage in shared community activities and contribute to common goals. Through participation, returnees begin to experience acceptance and belonging, as their involvement in communal efforts—such as barangay initiatives, livelihood groups, or religious gatherings—signals their reintegration into the social fabric.
These collective spaces also challenge social labeling, as returnees are no longer seen solely through the lens of their past but as active contributors to community life. Participation allows them to demonstrate change in visible and meaningful ways, gradually reshaping how they are perceived by others.
At the same time, engagement in collective action supports identity transformation, as returnees redefine themselves through roles that emphasize cooperation, responsibility, and shared purpose. However, this process is not without difficulty. Structural barriers, such as limited opportunities or unequal access to participation, can restrict their involvement, while the presence of insecurity may affect their confidence in fully engaging with others.
Despite these challenges, participation serves as a critical pathway for transforming beliefs—from viewing society as a site of conflict to understanding it as a space for collaboration and mutual support. Through repeated involvement, returnees begin to internalize values of cooperation, trust, and collective responsibility.

Empowerment and Development
The transformation of worldview is further shaped by experiences of empowerment and development, where returnees gain access to resources, skills, and opportunities that enable them to envision new futures. Through institutional access, such as education programs, livelihood initiatives, and government support, returnees are exposed to alternative pathways that contrast with their previous experiences in armed movements.
These opportunities contribute to a sense of agency and self-efficacy, helping returnees overcome psychological barriers such as self-doubt and fear of failure. As they develop new skills and achieve small successes, their beliefs shift toward a more hopeful and future-oriented perspective.
However, empowerment is not equally experienced by all. Structural barriers, including bureaucratic challenges and inconsistent program delivery, can limit access and create frustration. Additionally, the persistence of a residual conflict identity may influence how returnees perceive these opportunities, sometimes leading to hesitation or mistrust toward institutional systems.
Despite these constraints, empowerment plays a crucial role in reshaping beliefs about what is possible. Returnees begin to see themselves not as individuals defined by conflict, but as capable of growth, contribution, and long-term stability. This shift reflects a broader transformation in worldview—from survival-oriented thinking to aspirations centered on development, family well-being, and peaceful coexistence.

Theoretical and Practical Implications

Conclusion
This study ultimately reveals that reintegration is not a moment of return, but a deeply human journey of becoming. For the Friends Rescued (FRs), life after disengagement from armed conflict is not defined by a clean break from the past, but by a continuous negotiation of identity, belonging, and meaning within the spaces they now inhabit. Their stories remind us that reintegration is lived in the ordinary—within quiet routines, hesitant conversations, shared labor, and fragile acts of trust. It is in these everyday moments that transformation unfolds, not as a linear progression, but as a complex interplay of struggle and hope, acceptance and stigma, constraint and possibility. 
Beyond programs and policies, reintegration is shaped by relationships—by how communities choose to remember, accept, or resist; by how institutions enable or restrict; and by how individuals reclaim their dignity in the face of uncertainty. The findings illuminate that FRs are not passive recipients of aid, but active agents who reconstruct their identities, reimagine their futures, and participate in the slow work of peacebuilding. Yet, their journeys are not without burden. Stigma lingers, opportunities remain uneven, and the past continues to echo in present realities. In this sense, reintegration is not a destination achieved, but a condition lived—fragile, dynamic, and deeply contextual.
At its core, this study calls for a rethinking of reintegration—not as a technical process to be completed, but as a relational and cultural experience that must be nurtured over time. It demands that systems move beyond one-time interventions and instead recognize the enduring need for inclusion, support, and recognition. More importantly, it invites society to see FRs not through the lens of their past, but through the possibilities of who they are becoming. In honoring their stories, this research affirms that peace is not simply the absence of conflict, but the presence of dignity, belonging, and the shared responsibility of rebuilding lives together.
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