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1. EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

This report presents the results of a small-scale research carried out in July-November 2021 

within the “Scoping for Dialogue: Mapping Armenian Constituencies and Issues” initiative, with 

an aim to capture the bottom-up, community-based perceptions on the causes and 

consequences of the 2020 Karabakh war, as well as perspectives on dialogue and peacebuilding.  

The following Summary of Key Findings is based on six (6) focus groups and ten (10) qualitative 

interviews, conducted in July-November 2021 in Armenia’s borderline marzes (regions) of Syunik, 

Gegharkunik and Tavush, as well as with displaced people from Hadrut and Shushi (Nagorno 

Karabakh). 

 

Summary of Key Findings  

• Causes of the 2020 war  

According to the results of the focus groups and individual interviews, the main reason/cause of 

the war was the fact that the issue was not resolved in or after 1994, there was only a ceasefire 

and situation of ‘no war, no peace’. In addition to the lack of success in resolving the issue through 

the negotiation process, the respondents also identified the situation in the Armenian army, i.e. 

its lack of resources/new technology and general unpreparedness as the main reason for 

Azerbaijan to initiate a war. At the same time, they also believed that in recent years there were 

statements and actions by Armenia’s new leadership that provoked an earlier onset to the war.  

• Possibility for a peaceful resolution of the conflict before the start of the 2020 war  

Overall, there was some consensus that the war could have been avoided or at least postponed. 

Yet, there were differences in the views on how it could be avoided. The views regarding this 

question varied between the participants from Armenia and the ones from Artsakh (Karabakh). 

According to the views expressed in most focus groups in the Armenian marzes (regions), as well 

as during the interviews, it would have been possible to resolve the conflict peacefully before the 

2020 if the regions/territories under Armenian control outside the territory of Nagorno Karabakh 

would have been returned to Azerbaijan through negotiations. As to the views expressed in the 

two focus groups with participants from Artsakh, there was no possibility for peaceful resolution 

as Azerbaijan was not going to make any compromises: for years, Azerbaijan was constantly 

investing in its military capacity and the rhetoric of its leadership grew more and more aggressive. 

Therefore, the only thing Armenia could do to prevent the war was to modernize and strengthen 

its army. Many participants link both issues, i.e. failure to solve the issue diplomatically or 

strengthen/modernize the army to the failures of the government and criticize the government 
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for not doing its job properly for the past 30 years. Yet there is a third opinion, that the situation 

is not under the control of either Armenia or Azerbaijan, and whatever they would have done it 

would have happened the way it was planned by third parties/greater powers. By “third parties”, 

people refer to mostly Russia and Turkey. Many believe that all major decisions about the conflict 

are made outside of the control of the sides of the conflict.  

• Status quo after the war 

While describing the status quo after the war, most participants stated that the most obvious 

changes is the shift in balance, i.e. before the 2020 war Armenians were victorious, and now it is 

the Azerbaijanis. The participants also stated that the war has changed the power balance in the 

region, making Russia and Tukey more involved than before. At the same time, the war, and 

particularly the defeat led to a complete re-evaluation of the situation and the status quo, 

resulting in trauma, depression, loss of trust and confidence, increased uncertainty and insecurity 

in Armenia.  In some focus groups the participants expressed an opinion that after the war people 

started to value peace more than before. 

• Losses as a result of the war 

Losses for Armenia: First and foremost, human and territorial losses were mentioned in all focus 

groups as the main losses for the Armenian side. While for the participants from Armenia the 

territorial losses were framed as the “loss of land”, “loss of territory”, “loss of strategically 

important territories,” or “loss of the security zone”, the participants from Artsakh formulated 

this loss as “loss of homeland.” In addition, loss of the national dignity, faith, the spirit of struggle, 

uniting national idea/ideology, historical-cultural heritage, and the army/belief in the army were 

also mentioned.  

Losses for Azerbaijan: According to the participants, similar to Armenia, Azerbaijan also had 

human losses. After this came the loss of military resources. Participants of several groups also 

mentioned the loss of Azerbaijan’s international image in the world as an important loss for 

Azerbaijan. While the loss of Armenia’s sovereignty was not discussed explicitly in any of the 

focus groups, the loss of at least some of Azerbaijan’s sovereignty (to Turkey and Russia) was 

mentioned in several focus groups. 

• Post-war moods in Armenia and expectations from the government 

According to the participants there is a very wide range of post-war moods in Armenia, from 

indifference to anger and demands for the resignation of the government. The respondents 

highlighted that there is a need for restoration and/or establishment of justice, mostly referring 

to social justice. There were also more specific expectations from the government, such as 

strengthening the borders, solving the issue of prisoners of war, establishing peace, ensuring 

security, modernization of the army, psychological support, and changes in foreign policy. 
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However, while listing their expectations, people also expressed their concerns that while they 

have expectations they are hopeless and do not expect much from this government. 

• The impact of the war on communities 

One general impact of the war identified by the respondents was the overall psychological 

situation in their communities, i.e. depression and apathy. According to the participants, the 

deaths of community members, including their own family members and relatives who were 

killed in the war also constituted a major impact on the community. In most focus groups in the 

Armenian marzes the issue of borders and the presence/proximity of Azerbaijani armed forces 

was identified as the main direct cause for insecurity, while focus group participants from Hadrut 

and Shushi said that they have lost their communities and there are now only individuals spread 

all over Armenia and Artsakh. For them, the impact on their communities was the destruction of 

the communities themselves.  

Participants also talked about the socio-economic impact and mentioned economic losses, such 

as lost pastures and orchards, decreased access to common natural resources, increased poverty 

and unemployment. According to the respondents, the sense of insecurity, uncertainty and 

decreased trust in the future lead to increased out-migration, especially from rural communities.  

• Possible impact of open borders on the communities 

This question was discussed only in the focus groups in the Armenian marzes (4 out of 6). 

According to the participants, the positive impact would be the fact that there would be more 

economic activity and employment opportunities would be created. However, the negative 

impact would be that the neighbors (Azerbaijan and Turkey) are financially and economically 

stronger than Armenia and in a short time they would run the economy, would buy property and 

businesses from the locals and that this would have an adverse impact on the communities. 

Therefore, according to the participants, at the moment, in the current condition the negative 

impact would outweigh the positive. Armenia should first become stronger economically, it 

should become an exporting country and then consider opening the borders. They added that it 

would also be wrong to open borders in such a hostile situation, the hostilities should calm down 

and then the opening of the borders can be discussed.  

Older participants also mentioned about the possible demographic impact on communities. From 

their experience, they knew that Azerbaijanis tended to have more children and hence thought 

that in case of open borders, Azerbaijanis moving to their communities would have more children 

and eventually this would change the demographics of the community.    

Some also noted that at the moment it would not be possible to live together like before, as in 

Azerbaijan the level of hate speech/hatred toward Armenians is very high and one can expect 

anything from people who have been brought up with such hatred.   
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• Possibility of a new war 

The majority of focus group and interview participants believe that the conflict is not over. Many 

participants stated that they expect a new war. Some said that there is currently in intermediate 

phase between war and peace. They believe that Azerbaijan is interested in a final military 

solution in a near future, while Armenia, given its current state, will not initiate a war. While some 

believe that the presence of Russian troops in the region gives a sense of security, others think 

that their presence is humiliating. The participants also believe that the Azerbaijanis were 

disappointed as they were not able to take Nagorno Karabakh in its entirety. At the same time, 

they think that both sides are waiting for the appropriate moment to recover what they have lost 

and start a war. As with some previous questions, some participants believe that the solution to 

the conflict depends on Russia and its interest.  

• Possibilities for peaceful dialogue and the peace process 

The answers to the question “Do you think it is possible to initiate a peace dialogue with 

Azerbaijan now?” were split. While the focus group participants in the Armenian marzes had 

mixed answers to this question, the displaced people from Artsakh were definitive that dialogue 

is not possible at the moment. At the same time, the participants of the focus groups in the 

Armenian marzes who were in favor of dialogue said that while there is no alternative to dialogue, 

it is too early to initiate one due to the hostile attitude and hate speech towards Armenians 

spread by the Azerbaijani leadership. They also said that people should be psychologically 

prepared and that an important basis for such a dialogue would be the unconditional return of 

the prisoners.   

When asked who should initiate the dialogue, most participants said that it should be initiated at 

state level. There were participants who thought that civil society representatives can also 

participate in the dialogue, but this was opposed by others who noted that in Azerbaijan civil 

society is fully under the government’s control.  Finally, there were opinions that there definitely 

should be a third party, a mediator, such as Russia or the United States (US), adding that all 

international players have their different interests.  

As to the question regarding expectations from dialogue, most participants said they expected 

the terms for peace to be discussed and negotiated. The participants mentioned that during 

dialogue the issue of compromises comes up, and the process greatly depends on what and how 

much each of the parties is willing to compromise. The issues/priorities to be discussed during a 

dialogue were also identified, including the issue of the prisoners, the issue of trade-offs and give 

and take dynamics, the issue of borders, and the issue of maintaining the peace. They also 
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mentioned that first the parties should try to identify the root causes of the existing problems. 

Then a dialogue can be initiated, but only after some guarantees of security are provided.  

 

• Steps to be taken by the governments or citizens to increase confidence in dialogue 

With respect to the question on the steps to be taken by the Azerbaijani and Armenian 

governments or citizens to increase confidence in dialogue, the participants have listed many 

steps to be taken by the Azerbaijani side, and only a decrease of animosity/hostility as a step to 

be taken by the Armenian side. According to the participants, the immediate step to be taken by 

the Azerbaijani government is the return of prisoners. Then the following steps have been 

identified for the Azerbaijani government by the participants of the focus groups in the Armenian 

marzes:  

• stop the state-level anti-Armenian propaganda and hate speech;  

• stop further militarization and aggressive rhetoric;  

• stop discrediting Armenia;  

• decrease the tension on the borders;  

• stop vandalizing Armenian historical-cultural heritage;  

• leave space for discussion of Artsakh’s status;  

• open the borders as they are.  

As to Azerbaijani civil society, the participants believe that they will not initiate anything until 

allowed by the government. So the government should not interfere in civil society initiatives. 

The respondents from Artsakh singled out the following steps: withdraw from Shushi and Hadrut; 

return to the positions of 1994 and then commence the negotiations; withdraw from the 

constitutionally recognized territory of the Nagorno-Karabakh Republic (NKR) on September 2, 

1991, thus showing that Azerbaijanis are equally ready to give up their achievements resulting 

from the last war. The participants from Artsakh have also expressed their concern that if the 

issue of Artsakh’s status would not be solved, no Armenian will stay in Artsakh. 

• Changes in perceptions after the war/Expectations from the future 

According to most participants, there is no possibility of a sustainable, long-lasting peace in the 

South Caucasus as long as there are greater powers and global interests involved. Most 

participants stated that peaceful coexistence with open borders is not possible or highly unlikely 

in the near future. The participants believe that another generation should come that could think 

differently. The younger participants, however, stated that maybe in 10 years it might be 

possible, but it still depends on many variables. They said that while they want peaceful 

coexistence, the price for it is also very important.   
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Many participants stated that before the war they were confident on the rightfulness of their 

cause and the Armenian army. They did not believe that the war could end the way it did. They 

have now re-evaluated their thinking and as they say “look at things more realistically” and “do 

not believe in myths anymore.” Faced with this reality, people feel broken and deceived. As they 

try to analyze what had happened and learn their own lessons, this leads to decreased self-

confidence and more realistic understanding of the situation. At the same time, it brings a level 

of disappointment that is not easy to cope with and not easily overcome. Thus, people speak of 

uncertainty, insecurity, fears. The lost self-confidence, re-evaluation of the situation and of 

oneself in that situation, leads to different conclusions and lessons. Some are considering leaving 

the country, while others believe that they should stay and do their work better to enable 

Armenia to get stronger.  

Interestingly, some participants from Artsakh stated that they have somehow changed their 

uncompromising attitude, while others said that either nothing has changed in their thinking or 

that they were considering some compromises even before the start of the war. Finally, a major 

shift in people’s thinking after the war as recorded in the focus groups is the understanding of 

the value of peace and human lives.    

• Willingness to engage in dialogue with Azerbaijanis 

While the first reaction to this question in many focus groups and interviews was “no, I am not 

ready,” the second reaction in many cases was “yes, if I know it can change something,” or “not 

right now, but maybe some time later.” Thus, people said that they would be willing to engage in 

dialogue if they knew they could change something, such as “if I could bring one prisoner back,” 

“I wouldn’t want it, but if a life of an Armenian would depend on it, I would negotiate, but 

cautiously, with a stick in my hand [i.e. not unarmed],” “I am ready to sacrifice myself for freeing 

the prisoners.” 

At the same time some participants stated that they are for direct negotiations, not mediated 

ones. Some said that they would try to understand how people live in Azerbaijan, what do they 

think.  

According to the participants from Karabakh, while the dialogue in general is good, they do not 

think the dialogue is feasible at the moment and/or how/what to negotiate with people who 

believe Armenians are their enemy forever. However, there were also opinions that the contacts 

with non-official people might be possible, or “if we find compromises, the dialogue would also 

be possible, we need time.” 
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2. BACKGROUND AND PURPOSE 

Since November 2020, perspectives on peacebuilding and future bilateral ties with Azerbaijan 

have been dominated by heavily top-down, often geopoliticized discussion of regional 

connectivity, corridors and potential opportunities for revived economic relations. While these 

discussions offer forward-looking perspectives, much less prominent are the voices of those who 

are most directly affected by recent developments, and who have the most direct stake in 

possible new or revived communications and border openings.  

The “Scoping for Dialogue: Mapping Armenian Constituencies and Issues” initiative is aimed at 

providing bottom-up, community-based perspectives on dialogue and peacebuilding. For this 

purpose, a scoping research was conducted aimed at: 

(a) Identification and mapping of specific social constituencies affected by the 2020 war with 
a stake in future dialogue; 

(b) Getting an overall understanding of how these constituencies frame their priorities and 
interests, including in relation to dialogue. 
 

The core project team consisted of Gegham Baghdasaryan, Tatul Hakobyan and Lusine 
Kharatyan. Gegham Baghdasaryan was responsible for overall project management, Tatul 
Hakobyan for conducting the focus groups and individual interviews, and Lusine Kharatyan for 
research design, analysis and report drafting. 
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3. METHODOLOGY  

The present report is based on the analysis of the information collected in July-November 2021 

through focus groups and individual interviews.   

First, a scoping exercise was performed by the implementing team to identify specific 

constituencies that were most affected by the 2020 war and had a stake in future dialogue. As a 

result, the following groups were singled out:  

• residents of the border regions/communities of Syunik, Gegharkunik and Tavush;  

• displaced people from Artsakh/Karabakh.  

Then, to capture qualitative inputs from among identified constituencies, focus group and 

individual interview guides were developed, structured around the following main topics: 

• causes and lessons of the 2020 war;  

• expectations and fears; 

• perspectives for future dialogue. 

After the developments, piloting and revision of the guides, total of six (6) focus groups were 

conducted with representatives of the above-mentioned main constituencies, including two in 

Syunik (Meghri and Goris), one in Gegharkunik (Vardenis), one in Tavush (Ijevan), and two in 

Yerevan with the displaced people from Hadrut and Shushi respectively. In addition, a total of 

ten (10) individual qualitative interviews were conducted with so-called ‘opinion leaders’, i.e. 

active community members and/or experts in the selected marzes and Yerevan to get their 

perspective on certain issues. Table 1 presents the research sample. 
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Table 1. Fieldwork sample 

Marz/Region Focus Groups Interviews Number of 

participants 

Syunik 2 3 25  

Gegharkunik 1 2 13 

Tavush 1 2 13 

Hadrut 1 - 6 

Shushi 1 - 16 

Stepanakert - 1 1 

Yerevan - 1 1 

Diaspora - 1 1 

TOTAL 6 10 76 

 

As the table above illustrates, 76 respondents participated in the research overall, of which 66 

participated through focus groups. The average age of the focus group participants was around 

45, with the oldest participant in his 70s and the youngest 21 years of age. The gender distribution 

was almost even – approximately 52% of focus group participants were women and 48% men, 

and 4 out of 10 individual interview participants were women. An overwhelming majority of both 

focus group and individual interview respondents had higher education. 

Focus group discussions and individual interviews were recorded and transcribed, then analyzed 

and presented in the report. The findings are structured around the respective question sections 

of the focus group and interview guides prepared by the authors.   
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4. FINDINGS 

 
4.1. The 2020 War: Lessons and Legacies 

 

4.1.1. How expected was the 2020 Karabakh war and what were its main causes? 

Most focus group participants, regardless of their age, sex or place of residence, stated that they 

had expected the war, adding, however, that they were not expecting it to erupt so soon, last 

that long and result in so many losses. Respondents were expecting something more like the 

2016 ‘four-day’ war, which lasted from 1-5 April and claimed the lives of over 200 combatants. 

The type of warfare, i.e. the extensive use of modern technology, was also not expected.  

Here are some selected excerpts from the focus groups: 

“The war was expected, as we always expected something to happen, but nobody 

expected/imagined it the way it actually happened. We thought it would last 1-2 days, like 

the 4-day war of 2016. We did not expect or imagine it would last this long with so many 

losses.”  

“We did not think it would end the way it did, but we knew it would start one day, as we 

only had a ceasefire, [but] the results were unexpected, as we previously won a victory.”  

“There was some street banter, but this banter was like we will win, will go forward, will 

have a victory and not a defeat. These rumors were always there and people’s thinking 

was that if there would be another war, Baku would become ours this time. In my opinion, 

this was in people’s psychology. I always thought that we would win.”   

“Honestly, the day before the war started, we were discussing with our neighbors and 

saying that it would start right now, if not tomorrow, then the day after tomorrow. We, 

who are neither military analysts nor political scientists, we saw it, it was visible for us.”  
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“The use of modern/latest technology in the Middle East was a wake-up call for us to 

prepare. But our people were completely asleep. Neither the army headquarters, nor 

anybody else did anything…”   

“The war was not over. The ceasefire was violated. The fact that we were not ready for 

that ceasefire violation speaks to the incompetence and lack of ability of our political 

leadership.”  

“It was a no war, no peace situation since 1994. We should not have ruled out the 

possibility of this war. It was expected.”  

“It was expected after the July events [clashes in Tavush, in the international border area 

with Azerbaijan in July 2020]. Azerbaijani media and the logic were leading to it. I had 

even written to a friend two months before the war that I was expecting something bad 

to happen.”  

“For 30 years we were at war: large-scale, small-scale, long and short, fighting over 

positions. It was not unexpected, it had matured. The enemy saw that it could not achieve 

what it wanted by peaceful means, they achieved it through war.”  

“It was expected, but started too soon. The people were not ready for it. When you are 

ready, it is easy to get involved in it.”  

As these statements illustrate, the main reason/cause of the war according to the focus group 

participants was the fact that the issue was not resolved in or after 1994, there was only a 

ceasefire and situation of ‘no war, no peace’. Participants blamed the government/authorities 

for failing in the negotiation process over the past 30 years and thus bringing about a new war. 

According to the participants, not only did the authorities procrastinate over finding a political 

solution, but they also failed to prepare the country for a new war. Moreover, some pointed out 

that in doing so the Armenian authorities served the purpose of either maintaining their hold on 

power or serving a foreign interest (i.e., Russia’s).  

“The delay in a political solution and the unpreparedness of our authorities for the war, 

these are the causes. Not only they did not resolve the issue, but they have constantly 

delayed the solution serving Russian interests.”  

“The cause was the subjective process [i.e., one that accorded with the interests of power-

holders] that started in 1997, when the only agenda that the Armenian side [the 

authorities] had was to keep its power by any means.”  

Interestingly, while in the past (in the late 1980s and early 1990s) and also in the current media 

there are some analyses and statements linking the causes of the war to the longer history of the 

Armenian-Turkish relations and arguments about Pan-Turkism and beliefs in a Turkic agenda to 
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politically unite all Turkic peoples from Turkey to Central Asia in a unified homeland, ‘Turan’, only 

older focus group and interview participants linked the 2020 war to these ideas.  

“There were no discussions, but we know very well, if we live on the border it is clear that 

the Turk1 can attack every moment, it is known from the Armenian history, not just today’s 

reality, but in general.”  

“In general, the Turks’ goal is to create Great Turan. Massacring Armenians, they have 

been moving from Western Armenia to Eastern Armenia for over 100 years. At the 

moment Armenia is in their way. Aliyev always says ‘we will also take Zangezur and 

Yerevan, it is ours, we must bring it back.’ For 30 years our leaders did not take this into 

account.”  

At the same time, while the younger participants, particularly from the expert community, do 

not speak about an obvious link to the historical context, they nevertheless see Turkey’s 

involvement in the context of current affairs. This was well formulated by a researcher who was 

interviewed:  

“The key factor in 2020 was the decision of the Turkish Government to directly participate 

in the military operation. Before that the Turkish Government always supported 

Azerbaijan diplomatically and otherwise, however, it seems that a decision was made in 

September [2020] to provide direct military support to Baku.” 

According to some respondents interviewed individually, while there were always talks, rumors 

and discussions about the possibility of a new war, those conversations and discussions were 

mostly on theoretical level and as much as it was spoken about, the war did not seem tangible 

and real. They also said that the possibility of war was always used as an argument and a 

manipulation tool by politicians to silence any internal discontent. Thus, one of the participants 

of the individual interviews, a 36-year-old NGO representative from Tavush, recalled that “there 

were always these conversations, but they were very theoretical and distant. When you wanted 

to voice an important issue, they all silenced you saying that ‘we are a country at war and peace 

is relative.’ We did not understand what that ‘relative’ meant. There was the war, it was 

unleashed in September, and we realized that yes, the ‘relative’ was very tangible. Thus, the 

discussions [about a new war] were always there.” An older respondent from Tavush, a 

community leader in her late 60s, stated that “the rumors were always there, people talked, they 

said that the situation is tense, they were constantly talking. They thought that Aliyev would 

attack soon, that conversation was always there.”  

 
1 In Armenian spoken language it is common to use the term “Turk” when referring to both Turks and Azerbaijanis. 
As Azerbaijanis are Turkic-speakers, this was the name used before the introduction of the ethnonym “Azerbaijani,” 
and people continue to use it to this day. 
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Overall, while analyzing the causes of the war, the focus group participants mostly focused on 

the Armenian side, trying to identify the mistakes of the Armenian authorities that eventually led 

to the war. In addition to the lack of success in resolving the issue through the negotiation 

process, the participants also identified the situation in the army as the main problem. As 

summarized by a 70-year-old male participant, “The war would not have started if Aliyev knew 

we were ready for the war. They knew well that we had done nothing for 30 years.” Moreover, 

the situation in the army was not only mentioned as the main cause for Azerbaijan to initiate a 

war, but it was also identified as the main cause of the Armenians’ defeat. 

“The result was expected for me, as even in peaceful times it was visible that the situation 

in the army was out of control, and it is not only me saying this, but everybody.”  

“Before the war I did not think that it would be such a disgrace, but afterwards when 

thinking back on what you have seen with your own eyes, when you had a son or close 

relative serving in the army, you realize that you just did not understand then that the 

situation in the army would lead to what we have, [and] you face the reality that it would 

lead to defeat.”  

“I served in the army […], and given what I had seen, the situation, the level of 

preparedness of our soldiers, it was inevitable that it ended the way it did. I served when 

it was my time, but could not imagine from the outside that our army had changed so 

completely compared to when I served.”  

According to one of the participants, “there was no management.” To illustrate the 

mismanagement, another participant, a 43-year-old man who had served in the army brought 

the following example:  

“They recorded people’s professions wrongly. For example, I served my [army] term in 

secret communication, but they had wrongly registered me as a car mechanic. I told them 

to write down that I had served in communication, and I was then drafted as telephone 

operator... [In another case] they registered a mine sapper [military engineer] as a driver. 

So, they did not know what they needed. There was a demand for certain number of a 

given specialty and they had just filled in the number, signed it to meet the plan/target. 

This all speaks to being disorganized.”  

Another participant, a 52-year-old woman believes that poor management and organization was 

visible not only in the army, but also in other areas related to public security and preparedness:  

“Back then it was absurd to me that during military drills everything was terribly fictitious, 

even the preparedness of medical facilities. Everybody was just told their roles, and I 

always said: “People, let’s use these three days, let’s learn and remember at least some 

very basic things, let’s not play unrealistic roles”. But we just pointlessly lost five days out 
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from work, caught colds and got tired for no reason. It was the same situation with the 

men who were mobilized. There was not even any real shooting from a rifle.” 

Focus group participants eventually drew the conclusion that the country in general and the army 

in particular were utterly unprepared for the war, yet people did not realize this “until they were 

dragged into a war.”  

As to the question why the army and the country were not prepared, given that the war was 

expected, the main problem according to the participants was the deeply-rooted corruption. As 

a 68-year-old man stated:  

“For 30 years our country was ruled by people who brought it to this state. We never 

expected and we did not know before the war that our army was in this condition. And 

they [the leadership] knew everything, they knew that we cannot protect the lands with 

the army we have. They were building palaces for themselves. I don’t know, how can a 

leader build a palace and just postpone the war, when the other side constantly multiplies 

its weapons.”  

A similar opinion was expressed by a 60-year-old former Hadrut resident: 

 “I was surprised neither by war nor by defeat. It was the logical end of 30 years of 

degradation. If in the [19]90s we were fighting for a neighbor, a relative, for the 

motherland, there are no such values in the society anymore. The leadership in Hadrut 

was busy with its private interest and not the public interest. I kept saying ‘People, change! 

You are going to lose your homes.’”  

At the same time, while the participants mentioned the failure of the peace process and 

Armenia’s unpreparedness as main reasons/causes for Azerbaijan to initiate a new war, they also 

believed that in recent years there were statements and actions that provoked an earlier onset 

to the war. “It was expected after the revolution, as the statements on the square provoked 

aggression and led to defeat,” stated one of the focus group participants referring to Pashinyan’s 

speeches about Artsakh. Another participant, a 53-year-old man, also hinted at the role of 

provocations when stating that “the war would have started later, but it’s the fault of certain 

instigators it happened in 2020. And these instigators are not taken to the court yet.”  

A young man in his late 20s said that he and his friend, both politically active, were afraid a war 

might start after the revolution, and thought that if there would be no war it would be a miracle: 

“it was clear to all of us that there would be a war in the near future. After the July events […] it 

was obvious that a larger game was being prepared.” Another young man, a political analyst in 

his early 30s, interviewed individually, elaborated more on this: “The Armenian authorities did 

everything for Azerbaijan to attack. They provoked an adventure, the so-called ‘July battle” 

[referring to the escalation taking place in the area of the international state border in July 2020].  

It was Pashinyan’s statements and his non-constructive behavior. That person always spoke in a 
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logic opposed to negotiations. Even the documents developed by the mediators he called the 

Serzh-Kocharyan document [referring to previous presidents of Armenia, Robert Kocharyan and 

Serzh Sargsyan]. He stated it during a press conference in Kapan. It was a disgrace. Not to mention 

his statement that ‘Artsakh is Armenia, full stop.’”  

Another expert interviewed individually also noted that the July events somehow caused the war 

to follow. According to him “On the one hand the July events seemed to be provoked by the 

unwise, unbalanced steps of the Armenian Government, on the other hand, these events had an 

unexpected and unprecedented consequences in Baku. The main comparison were the regular 

operations since 2014, particularly the 2016 April war. However, none of those had a wide public 

reaction abroad, including international reaction […] Also the pandemic and the elections in the 

US would distract attention. Thus, a decision was made in Ankara that it’s possible to initiate 

military action.”  

Conversely, some participants do not blame the revolutionary government. They believed that 

after the revolution the moods had changed and people did not expect a war, they were focused 

on other things. As stated by a 52-year-old female interviewee, “It did not cross many people’s 

minds, so much time had passed [after the first war], everyone thought that one day a war might 

be possible, but due to the revolution there were different moods, i.e. people thought more about 

urban planning, development of the economy, democracy, and very little about the war.” The 

following statement by a 36-year-old woman from Tavush, who was interviewed individually, 

summarizes the varying opinions regarding the causes of war, and its linkage to the 2018 change 

of government in Armenia: “The opinions greatly vary. I believe that the Artsakh issue hung in the 

air for a long time and sooner or later this culmination should have happened. Many link it to the 

change of government and the inability of the new government to find common ground with 

Azerbaijanis or that they lead the negotiations to a deadlock. I am not inclined to think so; it is 

just that the time had come.”  

Finally, some thought that the causes of the war were outside the control of the conflicting sides: 

“With respect to the causes of war, we must mention that at all times in our region Russia was 

the one to order a war.”  

 

4.1.2. How would you describe the status quo after the war? What has changed? 

 

• Shift in balance: We Armenians were victorious, and now it is the Azerbaijanis 

Overall, the analysis of the focus groups suggests that the main change in the status quo is the 

shift in balance: i.e. before the 2020 war Armenians were victorious and now Azerbaijanis are. 

This was expressed in different ways by the participants. “We are broken now; the nation is 

broken. Remember the 90s, when the psychology of our nation became the one of a winner. And 

now it is a psychology of a loser,” noted a 70-year-old man, adding that “this is not new for the 
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Armenian nation. We have won and lost many times. We have existed for more than 5000 years 

and will continue to exist.” Thus, while the fact of losing the war is accepted, it is also understood 

in the broader context of the Armenian history and self-perception, so as to show that in the 

longer perspective this is an episode and that things might/would change in the future.  

The defeat is generally linked to the inability/ineffectiveness of the Armenian government to 

maintain the achievements of the 1990s. As noted by a 68-year-old male participant “we live 

offended. We are offended by our state, by ourselves. For 30 years our country was ruled by 

people who brought it to this state. We never expected, we did not know before the war that our 

army was in this condition.” A similar idea is expressed by another man in a different focus group: 

“Thanks to the hard work of all the governments we had till now, the myth of the victorious 

national army was completely broken.” 

The war, and particularly the defeat led to a complete re-evaluation of the situation and the 

status quo, resulting in trauma, depression, loss of trust and confidence, increased uncertainty 

and insecurity.     

 

• Traumatized: feeling depressed, humiliated, broken, offended, disappointed, hopeless, 

lost self-confidence 

 

The word “depressed” or “depression” was the most common word used to explain/describe the 

situation/status quo after the war. Statements like “we are depressed,” “I was psychologically 

stronger during the war, I am depressed now”, came out in many focus groups and individual 

interviews. The state of depression was also expressed in other statements that described the 

situation after the war focusing on indifference and blocking/closing oneself off, in order to 

detach from the pain and sorrow: 

 

 “Certain strata behave like an ostrich. You block your brain so as not to feel all that pain, 

don’t face the reality to be able to bear the pain. You hear a word, a sentence about it, 

you just feel that you cannot stand it and you shut yourself off.”  

 

“When the war started, we were all united, we were doing everything to help the displaced 

people from Artsakh, everything possible. Today there is some kind of indifference. We 

still work, do everything, but whatever happens we read [the news] and pass.”  

 

These attempts to escape from the reality seem to be a protection mechanism to avoid/deny 

trauma instead of facing it. The pain people refer to is the pain of losing relatives, neighbors, 

acquaintances, their houses and homeland, as well as the myths and narratives about the ‘strong 

army’ and the ‘victorious nation’. The feelings and the trauma are described with words like 
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‘broken’, ‘humiliated’, ‘offended’, ‘disappointed’, ‘hopeless’. Statements like “we are broken 

now; the nation is broken”, “we live offended; we are offended by our state, by ourselves”, “the 

situation is hopeless”, “we feel humiliated in front of others and in other countries”, “it is so 

disappointing, we are so disappointed” […] to “discover that the patriotism of Armenians was just  

pathos”, “feeling anxious, there is no self-confidence”, “there is a fear that it [the war] could be 

repeated again,” “morally and psychologically degraded” were the most common in all the focus 

groups.  

 

• Increased fear and Vulnerability 

Generally, fears are stronger amongst people closer to the border. When directly asked whether 

there are any fears after the war, many women answered positively. As stated by a 52-year-old 

businesswoman from Goris, “there are fears. Both women, children and soldiers are afraid. Main 

fear is related to our military preparedness, and generally to the resources, to the strength of our 

army. People believe that Armenians are very brave and patriotic, but they are also sure that we 

do not have enough resources in terms of armament. All have these fears.” Another woman, a 

67-year-old community leader from Tavush, noted that: “there are always fears. We are a 

borderline village, it is possible that they will take the former Ghazakh territories, the Voskepar 

enclave. This concern exists, especially among the residents of Voskepar,” while according to yet 

another woman respondent from Tavush, an NGO representative in her mid-thirties, “the echoes 

of the war remain in our hearts, we are in a state of anxiety and discomfort, in a mood of always 

expecting the worse, every next day we expect nothing good, there wasn’t anything like this 

before […] there are many fears. Physical security is the most vital need, people have lost their 

feeling of freedom.” A forty-year-old woman from Goris expressed a similar opinion: “Maybe it 

depends what group you belong to. If your child is at the border, you are scared, it does not 

matter, they are [all] our children, maybe he is not from your family, but the motherly feeling 

leads to more fear.”  

While most women would openly name their feelings ‘fear’, men were more likely to find other 

words or approach the question in a broader context:  

“I would say worries, maybe fears only to some extent, fears that are not related to 

questions like where to go, what to do, but a worry that this [the situation] needs to be 

ended.”  

 “People are afraid that Turks might attack again. We think how to defend ourselves, how 

to give a worthy blow. We have no other plans.”  

“I believe the war raised a serious issue in Armenia related to the very idea of statehood. 

Those talks right after the end of the war… Can we have a statehood given our resources, 

capacities and the possible deepening of integration processes with Russia? We are in 

search of answers to these questions.”  
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• Decreased trust/confidence, feeling of uncertainty and insecurity, increased fear for 

future 

The decrease in trust and confidence was brought up in almost all focus groups. First, the 

participants mentioned that they have lost trust towards the authorities/government, mostly 

because of the situation in the army and misinformation provided before and during the war. 

Some put it bluntly: “we have lost trust towards the government,” “we trusted the army and don’t 

trust it anymore,” “people now trust no one; it is necessary to work on gaining the trust back: 

trust towards the state institutions/systems and towards the army,” “the government and the 

society are alienated from each other, the society does not trust the government.” As one of the 

participants, a woman in her early 60s, put it, “The government became an extreme liar. They are 

manipulating and it makes people nervous. When you know that a civilian who was taking bread 

[referring to an incident when a civilian was taking bread for some workers in the field] is taken 

captive and they write that ‘the search continues’, you know that if something happens to you, 

no one will care.”  

Some try to explain the lost trust by the fact that the war removed ‘rose-tinted spectacles’ and 

people can now see reality. 

“After the war we started to see reality more clearly. Before that there were ridiculously 

fake agendas. Our entire country, with its corresponding structures and infrastructures 

was successfully broken. The same is true for the society that did not have any cells of 

resistance. Our lifestyle, both the state and average people, was like in Aygektsi’s2 tale 

where the mother asks ‘where are the goats?’ and the son answers ‘the water that you 

poured into the milk diluting it every day, it gathered, flooded and took the goats…’”  

Not only is the trust towards the government and its institutions decreased and/or lost, but also 

the trust and confidence in democratic values and/or institutions. This is well formulated in the 

following statement of a 61-year-old NGO representative: 

“[We feel] uncertainty and lack of trust towards the people that have to make decisions 

for us. There are values that you re-evaluate. I used to speak about democracy or other 

things like that, did projects. Now I feel ashamed of that. [Democratic values] are re-

interpreted in a negative/bad way. If we now want to talk to someone and tell her that 

we want to ensure participation, it will seem ridiculous. It seems to me that we are 5-6 

steps back in terms of democracy.”  

 
2  Vardan Aygektsi (died in 1250) is a medieval Armenian author and a priest, most known for his fables. In 1668, an 
extensive collection of Aygektsi's fables, under the title "Aghvesagirq" (Book of the Fox) was published in 
Amsterdam.    
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The participants also discussed at length their feelings, reflecting on the causes and 

consequences of losing trust, as well as the necessary steps to be taken to restore it. “I feel 

deceived […] we were always told that the Armenian Army is the strongest in the region. I myself 

have served in a place where we did nothing, just spent our term of two years, but I thought it 

was different in other place[s],”- explained a 32-year-old man.  Another participant, a 56-year-

old woman, was afraid that Armenia will lose its sovereignty and links this fear to the lost trust 

towards the authorities/government: “I have lost trust towards the authorities. If trust towards 

state and government were maintained, we would somehow come to terms with our losses. The 

human losses are very painful, but I value statehood very much, I fear the loss of statehood. Faith 

in general is shattered.” A 43-year-old man explained the absence of trust with the following: 

“We do not have any strategy, any program on what should we do in 100 years from now. Since 

I have been an adult, there has never been a single program [strategy] on what was going to 

happen in 30 years.” 

In sum, the lack of strategic planning, mismanagement and corruption, as well as 

misinformation/disinformation, and the resulting defeat have led to the almost total loss of trust 

and growing feeling of uncertainty.  

After the end of the war, there is a growing feeling of uncertainty towards the future. As a female 

respondent from Artsakh put it: 

“The normal life of people was disrupted. We have lost 75% of our motherland. Today, 

most of the young men of fighting age are martyred. The survivors are in a state of 

uncertainty, they have no job, no hope for the future, they don’t know what is better- to 

stay in the homeland or to leave. It is an uncertain, shattered situation.” 

This uncertainty is related to overall distrust in government, institutions and structures, as well 

as in the growing feeling of insecurity.  “Before the war we, the young people, were trying to do 

some business in Meghri […] Now it is uncertain. We do not know- shall we stay in Meghri or shall 

we move to Yerevan? Where are we going from Yerevan? We love Meghri, that’s a fact. We want 

to stay, to do something, but that uncertainty is there,” explains a man in his early 30s. Another 

participant from Vardenis, while discussing the growing feeling of insecurity mentioned the 

following: “the situation on the border made us hopeless. They [Azerbaijanis] were 270 kilometers 

away and now they are on our land.” 

With increased uncertainty and distrust, people are afraid to make future plans, and some find 

solution in leaving the country. “There is huge emigration” said one of the interviewees, a 36-

year-old woman from Tavush: “there were many among my closest friends who left the country 

for good during this period. These are mostly families with male children. They do not hide [their 

fear that their sons will have to fight]. They say ‘who is going to guarantee that the war will not 

be repeated in 20 years from now’. Who should guarantee the lives of their children?” Others are 

afraid to make business investments: “Look, those who made investments, who had done 
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something, they try to finalize, they do not leave their business unfinished. However, 90% realizes 

that everything is meaningless. On the other hand, I myself wanted to establish a small business 

and work… but you say - no you should develop and strengthen the economy, if you do not 

strengthen and develop the community, do not create employment, we will find ourselves in 

worse situation next day,” tells another interviewee, a woman in her early 40s from Goris. 

Meanwhile, some think that people are making only short-term plans. As stated by a 31-year-old 

man from Stepanakert, “people in Stepanakert make plans for two, three years, as they are sure 

that there will be no escalation in the coming 2-3 years, before the end of the five-year term. But 

they do not make any long-term plans. I believe the situation in Armenia is a bit better. I do not 

know the actual numbers of net migration, but I follow the developments. There are people who 

became more motivated as a result of the war. For example, they have moved to Armenia or 

Artsakh [from diaspora]. There are others who leave the country. So, there are different 

situations.” 

• Changes in the geopolitical situation  

According to some participants the war has also changed the power balance in the region.  In 

particular, Russia and Turkey are now more involved than before. Thus, some people mentioned 

that as a result of the 1988 movement and the subsequent independence of Karabakh, “we did 

not secede Karabakh from Azerbaijan, but removed it from the influence of Russian 

manipulation.” Then analyzing the recent developments and the change in the status quo after 

the war, one of the participants stated the following: 

“Until now they [Russians] were trying to restore their positions, to once more play with 

the Armenian and Turkish [Azerbaijani] people through Karabakh. In [20]16 they provoked 

the war and then stopped it as they felt it was not going the way they wanted, they 

prepared for 4 years to restore the pre-[19]88 conditions, so as they could again engage 

in their manipulations.  Look, their expert circles state that they have succeeded in South 

Caucasus: their army is in Karabakh. […] What has changed for us? We have passed the 

‘point of no return’. Our society, our army are destroyed. Our authorities constantly carry 

out the orders of others, including the orders of our enemy. A lot has changed. Russians 

and Turks managed to destroy everything in Armenia. Armenia should make enormous 

effort to get out of this situation.”   

Also, some participants believe that “the attitude towards Artsakh has changed. The Republic of 

Artsakh is mostly mentioned either as Karabakh or Nagorno Karabakh.”  
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• Valuing peace  

In some focus groups the participants expressed an opinion that after the war people started to 

value peace more than before.  In addition to general statements like “we now value peace”, or 

“people’s mindset has changed with respect to everything, they now value more what they 

have”, there are also more elaborate views, such as:  

“Now, when we speak about the events, I keep thinking ‘let there be no war’. The options 

that are voiced, if they come into an agreement on those, it would be good. Because if 

there would be another war, it would be a genocide. We already have 5000 killed, so many 

displaced families. And when we look at the mental state of the war participants, their 

psychological experiences, based on that we do not want a similar fate for the generations 

to come.”  

Interestingly, while similar views were recorded in different focus groups, they were expressed 

by women only.  

4.1.3. Losses as a result of the war 

Losses for the Armenian side 

First and foremost, human and territorial losses were mentioned in all focus groups. While for 

the participants from Armenia the territorial losses were framed as the “loss of land”, “loss of 

territory”, “loss of strategically important territories,” or “loss of the security zone”, the 

participants from Artsakh formulated this loss as “loss of homeland.”  

The loss of security was identified as another important loss, as “with losing Artsakh we have lost 

the security zone of the Republic of Armenia.”  

In addition to this, the participants have also mentioned that there are also economic losses, as 

there were investments in Artsakh that are now lost. Finally, the following were also mentioned 

as losses: 

• national dignity; 

• faith; 

• the spirit of struggle;  

• uniting idea/ideology; 

• historical-cultural heritage; 

• the army/belief in the army. 

Some participants from Syunik were concerned that now there is a real danger of losing Syunik, 

given that there are no visible guarantees that it would not be lost. 
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Losses for the Azerbaijani side 

According to the participants, similarly to Armenia, Azerbaijan also had human losses. This was 

followed by the loss of the military resources. Interestingly, while the destruction of the 

Armenian army was brought up as a loss only in some focus groups, the loss of military resources 

with respect to Azerbaijan was mentioned in more groups.  

Participants of several groups also mentioned the loss of its international image in the world as 

an important loss for Azerbaijan. While the loss of Armenia’s sovereignty was discussed but not 

explicitly mentioned/formulated as such in any of the focus groups, the loss of at least some of 

Azerbaijan’s sovereignty was mentioned in several. 

“[Azerbaijan] has weakened its positions in front of Turkey. It will become Turkey’s vassal.” 

“Well, it’s true that Azerbaijan won, but it was used as a tool…” 

“[Azerbaijan] has lost part of its sovereignty, given the presence of Turkey and Russia.”       

One of the participants expressed an opinion that Azerbaijan is afraid that the world now speaks 
about the status of Artsakh and that is why they keep prisoners of war. Moreover, the participant 
thought that “the only positive side of the war is the recognition of Artsakh’s status.” 
 
There was also an opinion that Azerbaijan had lost nothing, it had only gained, and that it now 

has taken on the role of the winner and takes forward whatever it wants and as much as it wants, 

“they appropriate our history and culture and nobody can stop them.” 

One of the most interesting statements, however, was the idea that after the war Azerbaijan has 

lost the opportunity to take the same step again, i.e. to attack/initiate a war.  

 

4.1.4. The post-war moods in Armenia and expectations from the government 

According to the participants there is a very wide range of post-war moods in Armenia, from 

indifference to anger and demands for the resignation of the government. However, they 

highlight that there is a need for restoration and/or establishment of justice, mostly referring to 

social justice. Some mentioned that compared to 1990s there is great social injustice now in 

Armenia and therefore people are indifferent to it. People in the borderline areas, especially in 

the places where there is continuous tension (e.g. Vardenis), are particularly concerned and 

worried. When speaking about moods, they compare their situation with the situation of the 

people in Yerevan, highlighting what they see as the unfairness of their situation compared to 

the relatively safe and secure lives of people in the capital:  

“Terribly bad mood. We live in a bitter mourning. We are not like the people in Yerevan 

cafes… What should be the mood of a person who goes to the border and is constantly in 
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the sight of Turks [Azerbaijanis]. People cannot cultivate and sow the land. They are 

constantly under the Turk’s direct observation. Vardenis is only 20 kilometers away from 

them. They can easily exert their influence. There is an Azerbaijani position on Srasar now, 

they can control even Yerevan from there. No Azerbaijani has ever climbed that mountain. 

We and our kids used to climb and play there.”  

Vardenis residents also stated that they have no mood for doing any routine things, such as 

preparing winter preserves or cultivating the land, as there is no certainty with respect to the 

future.  

“There is even no mood for canning for the winter. We are not inclined to initiate anything. 

The situation is uncertain.” 

“Maybe in two months  they would say we are handing over Vardenis as well. In general, 

it is connected to the overall situation of our country. We cannot initiate any business 

hoping that it will grow and flourish.” 

“There are people that have to quit their businesses. There are people who want to leave 

the country. However, when Vorotan was handed over, Vardenis residents did nothing, it 

wasn’t their issue.” 

“There are people, big farmers, who have sold all their cattle. And there is one who 

purposely stayed in the mountains as a real patriot.” 

The participants also compared those people who had lost hopes and were very dissatisfied with 

the government with the ones that still had hopes and did not fully lose their trust in the current 

government: 

 “People who still have some hopes for this government think differently. They think this 

is how it should have been. That it will be much better in the future.” 

“Personally I don’t think that the Turk would dare to harm us. We are out of Artsakh.” 

“There are people here, a segment, that are as clueless about our history as our 

orthography, and they think it’s normal that we handed over Qarvachar [Kelbajar].” 

As to the expectations from the government, the views ranged from the government resignation 

to solving the issue for the benefit of Armenia, from clarifying the situation to restoring justice 

and building the state. Some also mentioned that they expect the government to establish 

tolerance between all the political parties Armenia. There were also more specific expectations, 

such as: 

• strengthening the borders; 

• solving the issue of prisoners of war; 

• establishing peace; 
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• ensuring security; 

• modernization of the army; 

• psychological support; 

• changes in foreign policy. 

However, while listing their expectations, people also expressed their concerns that while they 

have expectations they are hopeless and do not expect much from this government.  

4.1.5. Is the conflict over? If not, what is the conflict about now? 

The participants of all six focus groups stated that the conflict is not over. Moreover, they believe 

that it has entered a new phase. Some think that the conflict has enlarged to Syunik, Gegharkunik 

and Tavush provinces of Armenia and that its further development depends on the issue of 

corridors, and that the current political bargaining is about the corridors.  

While some believe that the presence of Russian troops in the region gives a sense of security, 

others think that their presence is humiliating. The participants also believe that the Azerbaijanis 

were disappointed as they were not able to take Nagorno Karabakh in its entirety. At the same 

time, they think that both sides are waiting for the appropriate moment to recover what they 

have lost: “as soon as there is an opportunity, each side will start a war to get back what it has 

lost,” “even if they want to end the conflict, we should not allow it, how can Hadrut be left in the 

hands of Turks?” Some even said that the conflict has just started.    

At the same time there were opinions that the end of the conflict is not visible as long as the 

Armenians live in the neighborhood of Azerbaijan and Turkey: 

“The sad thing for us is that we will forever live with the Azerbaijanis and Turkey, and this 

conflict will last forever. The solution is not visible.” 

“Even if the issue of Artsakh’s status is resolved, or if the Russian military base stays there 

after its 5-year term, Azerbaijan has territorial claims towards our country. It’s true that 

the posters they have posted in Russian subways3 are media terror, but those posters 

speak up for their [Azerbaijan’s] goals.” 

Some participants suggested that the parties involved in the peace negotiations do not 

know/understand the history of the conflict, “The Minsk Group believes that the history of the 

Armenian-Azerbaijani conflict started in 1991, but they need to understand that the conflict 

started in 1918 with the massacre of Armenians in Baku and the creation of the state of 

Azerbaijan,” thus recalling the long history of the conflict.    

 
3 A reference to the posters that appeared in metros of some European and Russian cities in Spring 2021 presenting 
Armenian heritage as Azerbaijani. 
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As with some previous questions, here as well some participants believe that the solution of the 

conflict depends on Russia and its interest: “At the end, the question is how the conflict will end. 

And that depends on what will happen in Kremlin in the coming years.” 

4.1.6. Do you expect another war, and if so in what timeframe? 

Many participants stated that they expect a new war. Some said that we are currently in an 

intermediate phase between war and peace. However, their ideas about the timeframe varied. 

While many consider that it is highly unlikely for the war to start in the near future, some others 

think that there is a possibility for it to start quite soon. They believe that Azerbaijan is interested 

in a final military solution in the near future, while Armenia, given its current state, will not 

initiate a war.  According to them, if Russian peacekeepers do not intervene, another blitzkrieg 

initiated by Azerbaijan is possible in the very near future. Some participants also stated that the 

possibility of war does not depend on Armenians, and that Armenia is not interested in war at 

the moment.  

“Azerbaijan wants to take advantage of Armenia's weakened position so that we do not 

have time to become stronger. They want to sign a final peace agreement through a new 

war.”  

Also, the participants elaborated on how a new war could or should be prevented. Most ideas 

were about cooperation and collaboration with the international community. Some highlights 

are provided below. 

“If we ignore the international community, do not cooperate with them and rely only on 

Russians, there will be a war and Russia will leave. It would not be the first time that 

Russians are leaving.”  

“Let’s clearly accept one thing. Armenia is a small country. It can do nothing alone. No 

matter how strong it gets. We cannot fight against Turkey. We need the international 

community. We need a strong state to stand for us, like Turkey for Azerbaijan. Russia also 

has its interests. It is enough for Russia to keep its military base longer.”   

“If we are unable to solve the issue ourselves, if we do not appeal to the International 

Court of Justice to hold Azerbaijan responsible, if we do not appeal to the Minsk Group Co-

Chairs not to take the Artsakh issue to a deadlock, then we will have to return what we 

have lost through a war. We have issues to solve in the legal field.”  

At the same time, some participants were skeptical about the involvement of the international 

community, given the experience from the 44-day war. As noted by a 44-year-old woman in one 

of the focus groups, “we saw during the war that those countries only urged us to stop the war 

and did not take a step to help us. To rely/hope for help from other countries is a fairy tale.” 

According to another participant, a 59-year-old man, “In terms of political orientations, it shows 
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the level of political naivety, we are either pro-Western or pro-Russian; we have drunk the 

bitterness of it all, especially in the last 100-150 years. Both from Russians and the Europeans. At 

the end of the day, we have seen [the Treaty of] Sèvres.4 Today is the same situation. We have 

the issue of self-organization and self-presentation, as the behavior of the ally depends on who 

you are. What does the international community mean? It is not clear. We use the word to make 

our words presentable. We saw that all the clauses of the Geneva Convention were violated in 

terms of actions against us.” 

4.2. Possibility of a Peaceful Resolution  
 

4.2.1. Possibility to Avoid the War 

Overall, there was some consensus that the war could have been avoided or at least postponed. 

Yet, there were some differences in the views on how it could be avoided. Some participants 

believed that it would have been possible to avoid the war if Armenia was stronger in the 

diplomatic field. As stated by a 59-year-old man, the war was possible “because of very weak 

diplomacy.” Another participant in the same focus group, a 44-year-old woman noted that the 

war could have been avoided “if the regions were returned, they should have calculated the risks, 

what would be the losses in case of war and what would be the risks in case of returning the 

regions.” 

Many expressed the opinion that if the regions/territories under Armenian control outside the 

territory of the NKR would have been returned through negotiations, then the war might have 

been avoided. However, some argued that “maybe it would be possible to postpone 

diplomatically, however it was necessary to solve the issue, and even if 100 years would pass, 

there would still be a war”; or “Drastic steps were necessary. Mutual compromises were spoken 

about. Yet, neither them nor us were ready to compromise. The war could have been avoided in 

the case of compromise.” There were also opinions expressed that if the Armenians h 

compromised and given up the territories, Azerbaijan would want more and the war would 

already start in Syunik, while now “Azerbaijan has some losses and will not initiate a war for 

 

4 The Treaty of Sèvres was a 1920 treaty signed between the Allies in the First World War and the Ottoman Empire. 
It recognized Armenia as a ‘free and independent’. In Article 89 Turkey and Armenia “agreed to submit to the 
arbitration of the President of the United States of America the question of the frontier to be fixed between Turkey 
and Armenia in the vilayets of Erzerum, Trebizond, Van and Bitlis, and to accept his decision thereupon, as well as 
any stipulations he may prescribe as to access for Armenia to the sea, and as to the demilitarization of any portion 
of Turkish territory adjacent to the said frontier.” The treaty also specified that the frontiers between Armenia and 
Azerbaijan and Georgia were to be determined by direct negotiation between those states, with the Principle Allied 
Powers making the decision if those states fail to agree. While the terms of the treaty were favorable for Armenians, 
it was never ratified, and after the Turkish War of Independence, most of the Treaty of Sèvres' signatories signed 
and ratified the Treaty of Lausanne in 1923 and 1924, which left Armenians with nothing.  

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Treaty_of_Lausanne_(1923)
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Syunik. We have temporarily postponed the war.” At the same time, people think that returning 

the territories/regions would not have popular support in Armenia: 

 “If we [Armenians] would have given what they [Azerbaijanis] have taken, then without 

doubt [the war could have been avoided]; however, whoever would be the leader [of 

Armenia] to do so, that person would be put against the wall and shot.”  

“For example, in case of 5+2 5, which was discussed after the April war, there was the 

Sasna Tsrer uprising. […] There were elections in 2017, the political party that spoke about 

the return of the territories, received 2%.” 

“I know people whose kin died in this war, educated, advanced people, they say that they 

would be the first to oppose Pashinyan, to demand his resignation if he was to agree to 

that format. So you can imagine what would the others say.” 

According to the participants, another possibility to avoid the war was the modernization and 

strengthening of the Armenian Army. As mentioned by a participant in Meghri, “If the balance of 

military capabilities was maintained, it would be possible to avoid [war].”  A similar opinion was 

expressed by participants from Hadrut and Shushi: “To avoid war, you must be equal. If you want 

peace, get ready for war. For 30 years we have been waiting for war, knowing for sure that in 

case of enemy’s attack we will lose,” “[it] would be possible to avoid the war if the army was really 

strengthened.”   

Many participants link both issues, i.e. solving the issue diplomatically and 

strengthening/modernization of the army to the government’s failure and criticize the 

government for not doing its job properly for the past 30 years. Opinions like “we had to use the 

30 years for this not to happen,” “there has been populism for 30 years,” “it was not possible to 

find a solution in the last several years”, it would be possible to avoid the war “if the ones in 

power in the RA [Republic of Armenia] would pursue a reasonable/sensible policy from 1997 

onward” were common. Some also said that “if they were going to hand over the territories, then 

they should have done it earlier and not spent all of Armenia’s money on building the roads to 

then give it to the Turks.” 

Another important issue that was raised during the focus groups, was the fact that people were 

not well informed about the negotiation process, i.e. they did not know what were the 

documents discussed and what options were included. This is yet another factor contributing to 

the overall decrease in trust.  As one of the participants, a man in his late 60s, put it, “all the 

leaders knew everything very well. They went there, discussed things, returned here and told lies 

 
5 Refers to the number of Azerbaijani regions/districts occupied by the Armenian forces after the 1994 ceasefire up 
until the 2020 war, and the discussion on returning those through a negotiation process after the 2016 April war.   
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to the people. People were not prepared; they did not know what the situation was so they did 

not know what they themselves should do.”  

There were also some opinions that the responsibility for the 2020 war should not be linked to 

the leadership of previous years, but to the current government. While people do not say this 

explicitly/directly, some of the answers imply it. Thus, some people said that “if it was possible 

to postpone the war in the last 30 years, it should be possible now as well.”  

There is yet a third opinion, that the situation is not under the control of either Armenia or 

Azerbaijan, and whatever they would have done it would happen the way it was planned by third 

parties/greater powers. By “third parties”, people refer to mostly Russia and Turkey. Many 

believe that all major decisions about the conflict are made outside of the control of the sides of 

the conflict. Below are some statements from the focus groups that illustrate this notion:  

 “If we would have forced Azerbaijan to capitulate in the [19]90s, all our issues would be 

solved. Both the first (1990s) and the second battles were interrupted by the intervention 

of a third force. Our battle is not over․”  

“It was not possible to avoid the war. It did not depend on us. It is decided in the Kremlin. 

It’s not in Russia’s interest if we do any step without a sacrifice or loss of legitimacy […] It 

would not have been possible even in [19]94. The Kremlin did not allow it․” 

“For 30 years there was no war as there was an agreement between Turkey and Russia․”  

At the same time, some participants believe that the issue is not resolved peacefully, as it is not 

well/properly understood. This includes both understanding the history of the conflict and the 

current/more recent developments and differences in viewpoints and arguments of the sides of 

the conflict. Thus, according to a 70-year-old man from Karabakh, “The only way to avoid the war 

was to make the Minsk Group to finally understand that the Artsakh issue did not start in 1991, 

but it was created by the July 5, 1921 decision,6 which could be legally annulled. Azerbaijan surely 

would not start a war against Russia.” Meanwhile, a 59-year-old man from Syunik thinks that 

“we easily say that we should respect the [principle of] territorial integrity, what about the right 

to self-determination?” 

 
6 Refers to the July 5, 1921, decree of the Kavburo (Caucasian Bureau) of the All-Union Communist Party (CP, i.e. the 
Bolsheviks) that intended to give autonomy to Nagorno Karabakh: “Leave Nagorno Karabakh within the borders of 
Azerbaijan SSR [Soviet Socialist Republic] giving it broad oblast [regional] autonomy with Shushi as its center; (b) 
Task the Central Committee of Azerbaijan with defining the borders of the autonomous oblast and submitting for 
approval to CP Kavburo; (c) task CP Kavburo presidium to discuss with the Central Committees of Armenia and 
Azerbaijan the candidacy of the Extraordinary Commissar of Nagorno Karabakh; (d) the Central Committee of 
Azerbaijan should determine the scope of Nagorno Karabakh’s autonomy and present it for the approval of the CP 
Kavburo. 
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Finally, people believe that a war is not finished if there is no official agreement/treaty. “For 

war to end, there should be a political solution,” said one of the participants, a 60-year-old man 

from Hadrut. 

 

4.2.2. Lessons from the 2016 April War 

The main point that came out from the focus group discussions with respect to this question was 

that if the lessons from the ‘four-day war’ in April 2016 were taken seriously then Armenia might 

have avoided the 2020 44-day war. The participants believed that the 2016 April war was a 

warning that a bigger war was coming, and that the Armenians should get prepared for it. They 

also thought that it was an exercise for Azerbaijan to learn about Armenians’ preparedness for 

the war, for them to decide when and how to attack.  

The respondents said that the April war was discussed but there were no lessons learned by the 

Armenian side. However, they also believed that Azerbaijan had learned whatever it intended to 

learn from that war. As stated by a 56-year-old woman, “they learned a lesson from their attack. 

They understood what their weaknesses were, what should be added, while we sat so ‘smart’, 

said ‘did you see that we are strong?’ and did nothing.” Another participant in the same 

discussion, a man in his early 40s, seconded the woman and said that “it was a warning that there 

should be mutual compromises. They already had those drones that they used back then. It was 

like a warm-up that they did to show that they were going to attack. And our side did not want 

to face reality.” There were other respondents who shared these views, both in this and other 

focus groups. Some summarized these ideas stating that the Azerbaijanis were just checking the 

level of preparedness of the Armenians, while the Armenians learnt only very little from the 

experience. 

When looking back from today’s perspective at the April 2016 events and the aftermath, some 

participants believe that if lessons were learned, then there would have been a greater focus on 

military and its budget, equipment and weaponry.  

“I want to talk about the army more. I feel so bad that the soldiers of the 21st century 

Armenian army had to eat canned food, line up the empty cans in the trenches so as to 

hear the rustle of cans when the enemy would approach, while their [Azerbaijani] soldiers 

have studied in Massachusetts, USA and today only need to remote-control equipment, 

[to send] drones on my soldier. We lagged behind technologically.”  

In addition to the problems in the army, participants also mentioned that the quality of education 

was a problem that manifested itself already during the April war, i.e. to use technology one 

needs well developed education and scientific skills. Moreover, there were views that with the 

current quality of education Armenia cannot win any war in the future. 
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There were also opinions that if after 2016 the handover of 5+2 regions would have been 

negotiated, then there would be no war in 2020. As with previous questions, here as well, many 

linked the problems that were already visible in 2016 to the overall political situation and 

corruption in Armenia.  

“We [Armenians] have used all situations, the ones on the border and the ones inside the 

country, for the internal political purposes.”  

“Serzh sent his son-in-law to Italy to have fun, and Erdogan sent his son-in-law to the US 

to learn how to make drones.”   

“In fact, when I look at the 2016 media, I have doubts about the truth of the information 

it provides. I think we should study ourselves in a broader prism, including the events that 

have taken place in the countries around us.”  

“There was a fake narrative that [in 2016] our army was advancing, [but that] this or that 

factor did not allow it to. The first answer to robbing the army and the corruption we 

received in 2016. Back then in the post-war period we were again in informational 

blockade. I remember, of course, that Serzh Sargsyan was saying that ‘Aghdam is not my 

motherland,’ that we should give it back.”  

 

4.2.3. Possibility for a peaceful resolution of the conflict before the start of the 2020 war  

The views regarding this question varied between the participants from Armenia and the ones 

from Artsakh. According to the views expressed in most focus groups in the Armenian marzes, as 

well as individual interviews, it would have been possible to resolve the conflict peacefully before 

the 2020 war if the seven regions occupied by the Armenians would have been returned to 

Azerbaijan. 

“By returning the regions and through appropriate diplomatic steps… Some conditions 

should have been created for living together. After all our neighbor is our enemy. We are 

always next to each other. There should be some conditions for relations. There is no other 

option. Either we have to get out of here or we have to negotiate. But [these need to be] 

very high-quality negotiations, so as there would be no kidnappings or killings in parallel 

like in former times. The fact that we will live together, side by side is inevitable.”  

The participants also stated that society and the public should have been prepared for peaceful 

resolution through the return of the territories.  

“You know how it should have been done? The society should have been prepared for that. 

Because the public would not agree, whoever would say let’s make compromises […] They 

should have explained that there is international law, there are recognized borders. They 

had to explain to people, so it would not be so painful, so a citizen would not say “it is so 
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bad, he gives away land.” For 30 years they did the opposite. “No, the one who gives land 

is a traitor,” but in reality all of them negotiated to give land away. Let’s tell the truth.”  

The respondents also believed that one of the main reasons for not solving the issue through 

handing over the occupied territories or in any other way was that the Republic of Armenia did 

not have a long-term program. Some were surprised why there was an ongoing construction in 

the territory of the seven regions, particularly more expensive infrastructural projects such as 

hydropower plants if these territories were going to be returned. Moreover, not only did the 

government did not have a plan, it had been constantly deceiving and manipulating its citizens, 

instead of preparing them for peace. 

“When looking back now, we see that we were deceived. We believed that we were going 

to reach Baku. Therefore, we did not accept the fact that we could give 5 regions so as to 

not have these many losses. We thought that we would have 15 victims and would reach 

Baku.”  

“We did not have a long-term state policy. If there was a clear policy, if the authorities 

would plan from the [19]90s what we should do to preserve our statehood, and if we 

would go in that direction step by step, the people/the public would also understand.”  

Nevertheless, some participants thought that the conflict matured during the term of the current 

government. They believe that if the current government was not sure that it could win the war, 

then it should have stopped the conflict at the very beginning. Yet, the others argue that if 

Pashinyan would have done so, those using the terms kapitulyant or hoghatou7 today would have 

used these same words and professed their willingness to fight. 

As to the views expressed in two focus groups with participants from Artsakh, there was no 

possibility for peaceful resolution as Azerbaijan was not going to make any compromises. For 

years, Azerbaijan was constantly investing in its military capacity and the rhetoric of its leadership 

grew more and more aggressive. Therefore, the only thing Armenia could do to prevent the war 

was to prepare the army, and instead “they only robbed it.” 

“There was no awareness in Armenia that it could be prevented. Azerbaijan always 

showed its intentions. They gathered with pan-Turkic countries and discussed it. We did 

not get prepared. Our leaders kept talking about peaceful resolution. For 30 years the 

Minsk Group did nothing, while Azerbaijan wanted to resolve the issue by force.”  

Finally, as with previous questions, some people believed that the peaceful resolution was not 

possible as Russia was not interested in it.  

“There was a possibility for peaceful resolution, however, there was no political will. The 

Russian interest was being served […] In [19]88 our people raised a democratic question 

 
7 Meaning “defeatist”; “the one who gives/hands over the land”.  
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of unification. Our neighbors did not react until Sumgait. I believe that Sumgait was 

organized by the Soviet leadership. Russian policy is constantly trying to intimidate 

Armenians via Turk-Tatars.8 The peaceful resolution is impossible if we do not go against 

Russia’s desires/wishes. If there is no fighting here, the Western superpowers will take 

Transcaucasia. You speak about this war; I already speak about the next war.”  

4.2.4. Arguments in favor of peace or revanchism 

The answers to these questions varied greatly. While some said that it is not possible to speak 

about peace when the current situation is not stable and certain and there is no peace, others 

argued that as people hear about shootings here and there on a daily basis, they want peace. 

Some participants themselves tried to bring arguments favoring peace. They brought examples 

of successful communication between Armenians and Azerbaijanis to illustrate that peaceful co-

existence is possible. These examples included current communication and cross-border contacts 

between Meghri Armenians and Iranian Azerbaijanis living on the other side of Armenia-Iran 

state border. The others said that some trade started between Armenians and Azerbaijanis and 

this is a sign, as “history showed that the best we [Armenians and Azerbaijanis] could do was 

trading, neither friendship not animosity.” However, the participants also noted that there should 

be a state-level policy that would make it clear that “they are our neighbors and we have nowhere 

to run from them, we have to find a common language.”     

There were also opinions that while peace is necessary, the Azerbaijanis will come to live in 

Armenia and enclaves will again be created, therefore the borders should be clarified.   

As to revanchist moods, most said that there are some feelings but people are not ready yet, they 

are broken at the moment. However, after some time Armenia might also get ready for revenge, 

as Azerbaijan did. Only one woman expressed an opinion that she would expect extreme patriotic 

groups to form in the near future to solve problems.  

4.2.5. What should have been done differently to solve the issue peacefully 

What should our government have done?  

According to the participants the losses of the 2016 April war signaled a problem and the 

government should have understood that it would lose a war if it did not change things. Some 

respondents also noted that the authorities should have gathered specialists from all the relevant 

areas and discussed with them possible ways to solve the issue. Also, some criticized the 

government for not preparing citizens for what was coming: “we never had an appropriate pro-

statehood policy at schools or other educational institutions, the citizens did not know what was 

 
8 The ethnonym ‘Azerbaijani’ was first introduced in the 1939 USSR census. Before that, the sources and literature, 
as well as the censuses referred to Turkic-speaking Muslims of the south Caucasus with different terms, such as 
‘Muslims’, ‘Turks’, ‘Caucasian Tatars’. Thus, this respondent uses historical terms which are now often used with 
somewhat derogatory connotations. 
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waiting for them, that is why the end result is like this.” One of the participants from Artsakh said 

that the government should not have announced the occupied territories as a “security zone,” 

but it should have withdrawn the army and kept it within the borders of the Republic of Artsakh 

proclaimed on 2 September 1991, thus showing the world its good will, “we should then have 

waited for Azerbaijan to attack, as it would have anyway; and in that case we would not have 

been framed as an aggressor.” 

There was also an opinion that the Armenian side underestimated the strength of Azerbaijan, 

and therefore it did not prepare properly. If it was adequately prepared, then Azerbaijan would 

not have attacked. People also stated that the Government should have actually implemented 

the nation-army concept9 proclaimed after the April 2016 war for the issue to be solved 

peacefully. Some participants believe that the government should pursue that policy now to 

avoid a new war.  

 

What should our civil society and individual citizens have done? 

An NGO representative in one of the focus groups noted that when they were trying to speak 

about Armenian-Azerbaijani or Armenian-Turkish relations they were called traitors. Therefore, 

they were cautious about speaking publicly or organizing dialogue events.  

As to the individual citizens, the opinions regarding this question were split. A part of the focus 

group participants simply stated that “we could do nothing,” “nothing depended on us,” “there 

was nothing we could do,” or “who are we to do anything?” 

At the same time, some participants critically examined their own behavior and stated that 

maybe things would have gone differently if they as citizens had taken a more active stance and 

were more involved.  

“We cannot all blame ourselves, because we did not have all the leverage, but as citizens 

we were not alert to many things. We had linked everything to politics.”  

“I believe that society should stop privileging conformity and become civically ready to 

fight. It should consider every issue as an alarm signal and follow it through. Society should 

wake up from its slumber and not just be content that its stomach is full, it must struggle. 

Even now we continue the same behavior, particularly with respect to the army, we tend 

to not dig deeper into the issue.”  

 
9 The ‘nation army’ concept was introduced after the April 2016 war by the then newly appointed Defense Minister 
Vigen Sargsyan. It was presented as the core of Armenia’s defense strategy from October 2016 to April 2018. 
According to Vigen Sargsyan, “The idea of “nation-army” is that all the governmental bodies, civilians and anybody 
else must precisely realize their role in the defense of the country.” 
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“We are indifferent. We were kind of happy that our neighbor, who worked in the military, 

stole fuel, drove a good car, and we were more thinking how to benefit from it. If we were 

not taken to the army [conscripted] as a combatant, we felt good, we spent those two 

years [of mandatory national service] indifferently, calmly.”  

This is particularly interesting as previously the respondents mostly blamed the government with 

its corruption and incompetence for the failure to solve the issue peacefully. However, when 

asked what could be done differently they reflected on their own behavior as citizens and showed 

how they should have made power-holders more accountable, had they themselves taken a 

more active stance as citizens so as to not allow systems to fail.     

4.2.6. The need for a commission to investigate the 2020 war  

All focus groups confirmed that there is a need to create a commission to investigate what 

happened in 2020. However, according to the participants it should be a trusted commission, not 

a fictive one. People said that a commission was created after the 2016 war, but they did not see 

any results, and that there is high possibility for a new commission to fail in the same way. For 

such a commission to actually work and for people to trust it, its members should be objective 

and all those found responsible must be punished.  

Overall, people do not trust a commission to carry out an objective investigation and 

examination. Some also noted that the government is not able and will not dare to honestly and 

objectively examine and publicize the results, and that some journalistic investigations are more 

trustworthy than the ones carried out by a government commission. Several participants raised 

a concern that Armenia is still subject to Soviet inertia and consequently, as in Soviet times, “if 

you want the issue not to be solved, create a commission.” 

At the same time the participants provided the following justifications in favor of establishing a 

commission: 

• there should be such a commission for us to learn appropriate lessons from its 

conclusions; 

• the guilty to be punished; 

• to investigate the issue of missing persons; 

• the mistakes and oversights of the war should be examined/evaluated, as it is highly 

unlikely that we will have peace in this region and we have to know what to do in the 

event of a new war. 

There was an idea that in addition to the state commission, a public commission should also be 

created to find out what has actually happened, as the one created by the government may serve 

only to hide problems. In fact, two such commission-like initiatives are already underway by some 

diaspora intellectuals, such as a report by Simon Saradzyan and a white paper by Robert 

Aydabirian, Taline Papazian and Gerard Libaridian.   
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4.3. The impact of the war on communities  

 
While the general impact of the war on communities was discussed in all focus groups and during 

the individual interviews, there were questions in this section that were relevant only for the 

participants from the Armenian marzes, i.e. Gegharkunik, Syunik and Tavush, and questions that 

were relevant for the focus groups with displaced people from Artsakh (Hadrut and Shushi). The 

section is structured accordingly.   

4.3.1. General questions discussed in all focus groups and during the individual interviews 

 

• General impact on the community 

One general impact of the war identified by the respondents is the overall psychological situation 

in their communities. As one of the individual interview participants from Tavush stated, “[the 

impact] is more psychological, with two components: depression and apathetic moods. If we look 

at the emotional side, there are little panicky moods and increased out-migration linked to it” 

(female, 36). Another woman, a 40-year-old individual interview respondent from Syunik 

mentioned depressions and fears, “when children are very young, they do not realize that much, 

but for their safety you are constantly alert, you keep thinking what to do to ensure their security.”   

Both focus group participants and the respondents of the individual interviews in Syunik and 

Gegharkunik stated that as a result of the war their communities became border communities 

and hence less secure and more vulnerable. As a 40-year-old woman interviewee in Goris put it: 

“there are very big concerns, at any moment the Turk can quietly bypass the border and enter the 

town […] I am not sure how the security is taken care of, but nothing can be ruled out. In the 

evenings one can easily get in and out, you can exchange uniforms with the peacekeepers, and 

no one will notice that you were a Turk. In fact, it is very dangerous.” A 73-year-old man from 

Gegharkunik stated in an interview that “there are security concerns, as the border between us 

and the Turk is very close, it is directly 3 kilometers, and they often fire. The sound of shooting is 

a concern in itself.” 

Focus groups participants from Hadrut and Shushi said that they have lost their communities and 

there are now only individuals spread all over Armenia and Artsakh. Moreover, they have lost 

their hope and trust towards the leadership. Thus the impact on their communities was the 

destruction of communities themselves.  

The deaths of community members, including their own family members and relatives killed in 

the war were also a major impact on the community.  

Focus group and interview participants in Goris talked about socio-economic impact and 

mentioned economic losses, such as lost pastures and orchards, decreased access to common 

natural resources, such as the Black Lake (Sev Lich), where some villages used to take their cattle 
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for water. They have also said that as the Azerbaijani positions are in very close proximity, people 

are afraid of cultivating their fields, as given their experience they think that they could be 

kidnapped and taken captive. Another impact on the community in Goris is the increased size of 

the population due to the presence of Russian peacekeepers and thousands of displaced people 

from Artsakh. A 40-year-old woman from Goris working in the business sector has also noted that 

“the overall impact is very negative, at large we are in a blockade, and fewer people visit the 

community, they are afraid that it is not safe here and the economy becomes thus riskier and the 

investors do not want to invest in our community because it is not safe.” She also mentioned that 

there is “increase in poverty and unemployment, many hotels in tourism sector almost do not 

function, and the labor market is mostly dependent on the hotel business. One can say that there 

is almost 50 or more percent decrease in labor demand, which surely will eventually lead to out-

migration.” 

Finally, decreased security and increased uncertainty lead to increased out-migration especially 

from rural communities. As one of the participants noticed “no one was absent from the village 

during the first war, while 16-17 young people have already left the village now. There is no trust.”  

The sense of insecurity, uncertainty and decreased trust in the future were also identified as the 

main problems in Meghri in terms of war impact. “Everybody says they will not give up/hand over 

Meghri. What if they do it? We thought the same about Artsakh. Five years ago nobody would 

imagine that Shushi would not be ours,” noted one of the participants in Meghri. The participants 

have also mentioned that the border became very close now and that it is an unfamiliar situation 

especially for the younger generation. 

Overall, people have noted that there is increased fear in the communities, people are afraid to 

serve in the army and that there is increased talk about migrating from their respective 

communities or from the country, as well as increased actual migration. 

• What are the specific challenges that women face in your community as a result of the 

2020 war and ongoing situation? 

One of the major challenges faced by women that came out from the focus groups are the issues 

related to injured men. The disabilities related to war injuries make men not only unable to work 

and/or perform their previous jobs, but also more nervous. Thus, not only do women have to 

take care of the family economically, but also the family environment has changed, and there are 

cases of domestic violence associated with men who have been physically and psychologically 

traumatized as a result of the war. At the moment these issues do not receive proper attention.  

At the same time women who have lost their husbands or sons during the war need psycho-social 

support, and their needs are not always properly addressed. 
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Finally, there is a kind of internal intolerance between the women, with questions asked by those 

whose male family members participated in the war and have died or were injured to the other 

women, whose sons and husbands were not at war: “where was your son? What did he do?”   

  

• What can local communities do to improve their situation? 

While this question was asked in all focus groups, not all of them discussed it. In fact, this was 

discussed in Meghri only, and the participants highlighted the importance of community 

preparedness to emergency situations. Thus, there were suggestions to train the borderline 

communities in all types of different skills necessary in emergencies. 

   

4.3.2. Questions discussed in Goris, Ijevan, Meghri and Vardenis focus groups  

 

• The direct causes for insecurity  

In most focus groups in the Armenian marzes the issue of borders and the presence/proximity of 

Azerbaijani armed forces was identified as the main direct cause for insecurity.  

In Meghri, the participants have stated that during the war they were alarmed every day that the 

Azerbaijanis could have entered the community from both sides, from the east and west 

(Nakhijevan). The same fear remained after the war. In general, the danger had increased as the 

border came very close as a result of the war. According to the participants for Azerbaijani 

soldiers to reach Meghri is now a matter of minutes. Before they did not expect that much danger 

from Nakhijevan while now they constantly expect it from both sides. The feeling of insecurity is 

increased, as they observe well-equipped/modern Azerbaijani positions and compare those with 

the Armenian ones. There is also a perception that “sooner or later Meghri will become a Russian 

gubernya [governorate] and the entry and exit will be regulated by special passes.”  

In Ijevan the participants mentioned that the issue of Syunik and Gegharkunik becoming 

borderline is widely discussed, while Tavush has constantly faced that danger for the past 30 

years. The issue of enclaves was mentioned as the main direct cause for their insecurity now. 

They were worried that it was not clear what was being discussed in terms of enclaves: would 

there be an exchange or would only Armenian enclaves be handed over? They have also said that 

their fears increase/they get more worried when the government denies something related to 

Tavush, as so far whatever the Government has denied turned out to be true. 

Overall, the direct causes for insecurity in the communities can be summarized in the following 

sentence by one of the participants: “Now that we are not in the position of the winner, you 

cannot but be worried in that position.” 
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At the same time some residents of the borderline communities do not feel more secure as a 

result of the presence of Russian peacekeepers. As summarized by one of the interviewees in 

Goris:  

“…I do not trust them, and I never trusted. I am always scared, because I am not sure, it is 

the same war of yesterday [refers to the clash of November 16, 2021 near Ishkhanasar]. 

They killed each other, 20-30 kids are not alive anymore, and only after that the 

peacekeeper reaches the place. If you are allies, you have some kind of agreement, you 

should protect this country and nobody should enter the area, but your peacekeeper is 

only for observing, I do not know, I am not aware of what is in the agreement, what are 

the responsibilities of the Russian peacekeepers, and what are our responsibilities, I just 

see their physical presence, nothing else. In any case, the Turks are not affected by their 

presence.”    

• Possible impact of open borders on the community 

This question was discussed only in the focus groups in the Armenian marzes. While the 

participants stated that there is no country in the world that would like its roads closed, that this 

“would be stupid”, they noted that there are both pros and cons for opening the borders. The 

positive impact would be the fact that there would be more economic activity and employment 

opportunities. However, the negative impact would be that the neighbors (Azerbaijan and 

Turkey) are financially and economically stronger than Armenia and in a short time they would 

run the economy, would buy up property and businesses from the locals and that this would have 

an adverse impact on the communities.  

Therefore, according to the participants, at the moment, in the current condition the negative 

impact would outweigh the positive. According to the discussions, Armenia is not ready for such 

communication at the moment. It would also be wrong to open borders in such a hostile 

situation, the hostilities should calm down and then the opening of the borders can be discussed. 

They have also noted that Armenia should first become stronger economically, it should become 

an exporting country and then consider opening the borders. 

“If we overcome this psychological barrier, if people consciously come to the conclusion 

that we do not have enough human resources to win, if we can move forward, although it 

is very difficult, but in case of sound policy we can have economic growth. Thus it depends 

on the conditions and people’s mindset.”    

Older participants also mentioned about the possible demographic impact on communities. From 

their experience they knew that Azerbaijanis tended to have more children and hence thought 

that in case of open borders, Azerbaijanis who would move to their communities would have 

more children and eventually this would change the demographics of the community.    
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Some also noted that at the moment it would not be possible to live together like before, as in 

Azerbaijan the hate speech/hatred toward Armenians is very high and one can expect anything 

from people who have been brought up in such hatred.   

 

4.3.3. Questions discussed in Hadrut and Shushi focus groups  

 

• If you have been forcibly displaced as a result of the 2020 war, are your needs and 

concerns effectively addressed by the Armenian government? 

While the participants acknowledged that there are some government programs aimed at 

addressing their needs, they also noted that they are not consulted in the process of making the 

decisions that concern their lives. They have also mentioned that the monetary social assistance 

provided (AMD 25,000 – approximately EUR 50 - per adult per month) is not sufficient.      

Some feel humiliated by the treatment of government officials: “they consider you as an 

individual/ a person, not as a human being [entitled to human rights]. There are human rights 

violations. When you see how an official talks to you from above, you forget what he has said. In 

the end what they promise does not take place.” 

The participants mentioned that they have established their own organization to present the 

existing problems to the government: “we have presented [the problems] in a letter and orally, 

we have organized demonstrations, but we came to the conclusion that the state does not see us, 

does not want to notice. They say “yes, yes”, but it stays in that room only.”  

“As the men aged 18-63 mostly do not have jobs and also do not receive social benefits for over 

a year, they leave the country in desperation […] There are even some young men saying ‘wouldn’t 

it be better for me to be killed too, then I would have dignity’” 

• If you have been forcibly displaced as a result of the 2020 war, do you see any prospects 

for return?   

According to the participants they would return to their communities sooner or later. However, 

they were reluctant to further discuss and elaborate on the question.  

4.4. Expectations/possibilities for peaceful dialogue and a peace process  

 
The answers to the question “Do you think it is possible to initiate a peace dialogue with 

Azerbaijan now?” were split. While the focus group participants in the Armenian marzes had 

mixed answers to this question, the displaced from Artsakh were definite that dialogue is not 

possible at the moment. Answers like “how is it possible if the condition of their existence is our 

non-existence? ” or “do not speak of peace with the one who came to kill you” were expressed in 

the groups with displaced from Artsakh.  
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At the same time, the participants of the focus groups in the Armenian regions who were for the 

dialogue said that while there is no alternative to dialogue, it is too early to initiate one due to 

the hostile attitude and the hate speech towards Armenians spread by the Azerbaijani leadership. 

The participants stated that the dialogue is possible only after “their [Azerbaijan’s] leader’s 

belligerent and hate speech is stopped”, or “only after Aliyev is gone.” They have also said that 

the people should be psychologically prepared and that an important basis for such a dialogue 

would be unconditional return of the prisoners.   

When asked who should initiate the dialogue, most participants said that it should be initiated at 

state level. There were participants who thought that civil society representatives can also 

participate in the dialogue, but this was argued by others who noted that “in Azerbaijan they 

indoctrinate hatred towards Armenians starting from the first grade, what civil society are you 

speaking about?” Some also said that for years civil society representatives had been involved in 

dialogue projects, there were meetings in Georgia and elsewhere, but the issue was not resolved 

at that level. According to them the civil society should also work through government channels.  

Finally, there were opinions that there definitely should be a third party, a mediator. As such, the 

names of Russia and the US were given, adding that all international players have their different 

interests.  

Some older participants were sure that their generation, the ones who had the experience of 

living with Azerbaijanis were more inclined towards the dialogues. However, the younger ones 

were more specific about how participatory and inclusive the process should be. Interestingly, 

the younger participants mentioned that the urge for dialogue should come from the bottom up, 

i.e. from the society and not vice versa “the society should force the government to enter into a 

dialogue, we do not need an imposed dialogue.” They also noted that “the parents of the soldiers 

should not allow any solution at the cost of their lives, there should be collection of signatures to 

resolve the issue peacefully.” 

As to the question regarding expectations from dialogue, most participants answering this stated 

that they expect the terms for peace to be discussed and negotiated. The participants mentioned 

that during dialogue the issue of compromises comes up, and the process greatly depends on 

what and how much each of the parties is willing to compromise. The issues/priorities to be 

discussed during a dialogue were also identified, including the issue of the prisoners, the issue of 

trade-offs: give and take dynamics, the issue of borders, and the issue of maintaining the peace. 

They also mentioned that first the parties should try to identify the root causes of the existing 

problems. Then a dialogue can be initiated only after some guarantees of security are provided. 

The participants also said that for dialogue there should first be some publicly available document 

and the clauses of that document should not be violated (this is not the document signed on 

November 9). Finally, there was an opinion that third-country observers should get involved in 

border monitoring other than those from Russia or Turkey.  
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With respect to the question on the steps to be taken by the Azerbaijani and Armenian 

governments or citizens to increase confidence in dialogue, the participants have listed many 

steps to be taken by the Azerbaijani side, and only a decrease of animosity/hostility as a step to 

be taken by the Armenian side. 

One of the interviewees, a young analyst, stated that the Azerbaijani side should “overcome its 

complexes and try to ensure peace in the region, that is, do what we [Armenians] didn’t do when 

we could have done. We won the war, but did not bring peace to the region, now Azerbaijan 

should try to bring peace to the region. If Azerbaijan doesn’t do it, there will be a new conflict.”  

Thus, according to the participants the immediate step to be taken by the Azerbaijani 

government is the return of prisoners. Then the following steps have been identified for the 

Azerbaijani government by the participants of the focus groups in the Armenian marzes: 

• Stop the state-level anti-Armenian propaganda and hate speech; 

• Stop further militarization and aggressive rhetoric; 

• Stop discrediting Armenia; 

• Decrease the tension on the borders; 

• Stop vandalizing the Armenian historical-cultural heritage; 

• Leave space for discussion of Artsakh’s status; 

• Open the borders as they are. 

As to Azerbaijani civil society, the participants believe that they will not initiate anything until 

allowed by the government. The government should not interfere in civil society initiatives. 

Meanwhile, the focus group participants from Artsakh singled out the following steps: 

• Withdraw from Shushi and Hadrut; 

• Return to the positions of 1994 and then commence the negotiations; 

• Withdraw from the NKR’s September 2, 1991 constitutionally recognized territory thus 

showing that they are equally ready to give up their achievements resulting from the last 

war. 

The participants from Artsakh have also expressed their concern that if the issue of Artsakh’s 

status is not solved, no Armenian will stay in Artsakh. 

When asked what the alternative to dialogue between Armenia and Azerbaijan is, some 

participants said that there is no alternative, while others stated that the alternative is war. Some 

participants elaborated more on their points regarding the alternative:  

“Hard work with the will to become stronger so as we are better prepared for dialogue.” 

“We need talented diplomats and proper diplomatic work.” 
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“the alternative could be either a new war or interference of a third party” 

“getting stronger economically, a strong state” 

“Status quo, waiting for a new war” 

“Armenia should speak from the position of peace and at the same time work on its nation-

army concept, relations are possible like between Greeks and Turks.” 

“The alternative is to buy time.” 

4.5. The future  
 

4.5.1. What are your expectations for the future? Do you think peace in the South 

Caucasus is possible?  

 

The answers to this question can be summarized in the following statement: “there is no 

possibility of a sustainable, long-lasting peace in the South Caucasus as long as there are greater 

powers and global interests involved.” Below are some excerpts from the views expressed during 

the focus group discussions: 

“As long as the bigger players are here it is neither Armenia’s nor Azerbaijan’s decision” 

“It is desirable, but we do not see possibility for peace. Maybe when the interests of 

superpowers coincide we can benefit from it” 

“If Armenia and Azerbaijan will be independent, it would be possible.” 

“If we get out from under Russian control and get united.” 

“As soon as Russia gets out of this region there will be lasting peace here.” 

“Peace is possible as a result of global geopolitical breakthroughs/changes.” 

The older participants did not like the questions about the future, having had bad experience 

with promises about the future that never came true. Thus, a 60-year-old man said that he got 

angry when Armenian politicians spoke about future “because almost all of us here are from the 

Communist generation, when people talk about the future, I just remember that Communism 

should have come.” The other participants seconded him: “a politician who speaks about future 

does not want to work,” “if we want to work, to do something, we should speak of the present.”  

Younger participants discussed several options. One of them suggested the following possible 

scenarios: “Option 1: Armenia becomes half empty and Armenians have no role here; Option 2: 

Russia withdraws and the EU and USA initiate talks between 3 countries [Armenia, Azerbaijan and 

Georgia]; Option 3: Armenia continuously gets stronger; Option 4: Iran’s influence increases.”  
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However, the realists, mostly from older generation, based on their experience and knowledge 

of history, believed that the South Caucasus would always boil, “it’s like an extinct volcano. I now 

dream like a child for the colored revolution to also reach Azerbaijan and cleanse it as in case of 

Armenia and Georgia.” They were even concerns that the situation might get worse: “The 

geopolitical situation shows that the passions are more and more inflamed: Iran from its side, 

Russia from its side, even India… All do military exercises based on their interests, they 

accumulated [their] army[/armies] on the borders.” 

4.5.2. Do you think peaceful co-existence with open borders is possible for Armenians and 

Azerbaijanis?  

 

Most participants stated that peaceful coexistence with open borders is not possible/is highly 

unlikely in the near future. The participants believe that another generation should come that 

could think differently. The younger participants, however, stated that maybe in 10 years it might 

be possible, but it still depends on many variables. They said that while they want peaceful 

coexistence, the price for it is also very important.  Many said that it depends on the solution of 

the Artsakh issue. 

Representatives of the older generation, particularly the ones from Artsakh, were more skeptical. 

As with previous question, their answers to this one were based on previous negative 

experiences: “There were brotherly relations in Soviet times, even marriages happened. However, 

at the same time Nakhijevan, Karabakh were emptied. In 1953 Baghirov10 confessed that there 

was an agreement between Stalin, Beria and himself to empty Armenia using different means. 

The same policy is being implemented now, and we should be friends? How can we without taking 

into account these plans?”; “They [Armenians and Azerbaijanis] lived together for 70 years then 

they sharpened swords”; “Sumgait and Baku show that it is not possible”; “[peaceful coexistence] 

is impossible even with peacekeepers.”  

As with some other questions before, here as well some participants believed that it would not 

be possible as it does not depend on Armenians and Azerbaijanis only:  

“Not in the near future, because Russians will not leave in the near future.” 

“If we were on equal terms, trade would break all borders. However, there are Russia and 

Turkey involved, and they do not want peace in the region.”  

 

 

 

 
10 Mir Jafar Baghirov (1896-1956) was the First Secretary of Azerbaijan’s Communist Party from 1932 to 1953. 
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4.5.3. Do you think that injustices that happened in the past should be addressed in order 

to resolve the conflict, or should they be left alone? 

 

Not many participants answered this question. However, the ones who did had opposing 

opinions. Some said that old wounds should not be opened and the past should be left alone. 

They believed that the more time one spends on old or historical issues, the less time there is to 

move forward. So, they thought that at the moment the past should not be touched. Meanwhile, 

the younger participants stated that these injustices should be addressed “if we can use it for our 

benefit”; and “if it should be investigated, then all who are guilty should be held responsible.”  

 

4.5.4. Has anything changed in your thinking after the war?  

Many participants stated that before the war they were confident on the rightfulness of their 

cause and the Armenian Army. They did not believe that the war could end the way it did. 

However, now they have re-evaluated their thinking and as they say “look at things more 

realistically.” As one of the younger participants put it: “I do not believe in myths now. The myths 

of our excellence and almightiness. It’s us and our ugly face. No thinking in absolute categories 

anymore.” Another participant, a woman in her 50s, said that “we are now out of sleep, we look 

at our abilities more realistically.” According to a 59-year-old man, “before the war I did not 

believe, I said I wouldn’t believe even if the enemy reached our balcony. This is how sure I was. 

But it has all changed now…”   

Faced with the reality, people feel broken and deceived. As they try to analyze what has 

happened and learn their own lessons, this leads to decreased self-confidence and more realistic 

understandings of the situation. At the same time, it brings a level of disappointment that is not 

easy to cope with and not easily overcome. Thus, people speak of uncertainty, insecurity, fears.  

“Something has broken in me. While I am an optimist, I think more realistically now, I got 

out of my comfort zone.”  

“We were all uncompromising. Now we have changed. The feeling of being a winner is 

broken.”  

“My faith and trust towards the government has changed. People unfortunately want to 

emigrate exactly because of the sense of insecurity, of not being protected.”  

“We are psychologically traumatized; we think for what/why are we living in Armenia?”   

“Everything has changed, I have no trust in future.”  

“We live in anxiety, uncertainty, insecurity. As a young person I do not see any future 

here.”  
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“The patriotic spirit of people was broken.”  

“I am very disappointed as an Armenian. I do not see any bright future.”  

“I had greater faith in the future.”  

“I have lost confidence in the authorities. I am ashamed of those [internal] divisions” 

“We have lost the possibility of the best solution for us” 

The lost self-confidence, re-evaluation of the situation and oneself in that situation, leads to 

different conclusions and lessons. Some consider leaving the country, while others believe that 

they should stay and do their work better for Armenia to get stronger.  

“I was already disappointed since September 2019. I even found a way to leave the 

country. However, all has changed after the war. I am not planning to leave either the 

country or Vardenis.” 

“I started to value the role of individuals more. I believe everyone should do his/her job 

better. As a teacher of Armenian I now work with the children in diaspora and dedicate 

more time on things that preserve their Armenianness. I believe this is a responsible job 

and it can help the formation of state policy.”  

“We have to rely on those people who stay.” 

“We have to find a bright point, decide on correct path for us to move forward.” 

“We have to get united and build our country.” 

Analyzing the war, some participants came to the conclusion that there are huge shortcomings 

in education. Therefore, they decided to work in that direction: 

“I am most concerned about the quality of education. There is no education per se, it does 

not exist as an important lever.” 

“As a teacher, I have changed my approach to educating. We should raise/educate 

statespersons, so as they care about the state.” 

Interestingly, some participants from Artsakh stated that they have somehow changed their 

uncompromising attitude, while others said that either nothing has changed in their thinking or 

that they were considering some compromises even before the start of the war. Thus, when re-

thinking the war and what it has changed in their thinking some participants from Artsakh said: 

“I wish this war would not happen, I wish we would have handed over 2-3 regions and our bright 

boys would not die,” “I always said we should have little by little handed over some territories to 

get rid of the status of aggressor,” “I have been always discussing the option of compromising 

before the war, and during the war as well,” “if there would be guarantees, I would agree to the 
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[19]97 option.” However, others argued that “doesn’t matter how many regions we would 

compromise, 1, 2 or more, the Turks always said: there would be no Artsakh outside the territory 

of Azerbaijan;” or “we are not sure that it would be better after handing over the territories, we 

do not trust them.” 

Finally, a major shift in people’s thinking after the war as recorded in the focus groups is the 

understanding the value of peace and human lives.    

“I was very happy when the war started. I volunteered. My brother was there too. When I 

was back, I was happy with the ceasefire.” 

“As my son has served in the army, I always wanted for the possibility of dialogue to exist” 

“I also realized that human lives are more important than the land. I never thought I would 

think this way.” 

“People do not want to serve in the army, anyway, they do not want to die.” 

 

4.5.5. Would you be willing to engage in dialogue with Azerbaijanis? If yes, what would be 

your message to citizens of Azerbaijan? 

 

While the first reaction to this question in many groups was “no, I am not ready,” the second 

reaction in many cases was “yes, if I know it can change something,” or “not right now, but maybe 

some time later.” Thus, people said that they would be willing to engage in dialogue if they knew 

they could change something, such as “if I could bring one prisoner back,” “I wouldn’t want it, but 

if a life of an Armenian would depend on it, I would negotiate, but cautiously, with a stick in my 

hand [i.e. not unarmed],” “I am ready to sacrifice myself for freeing the prisoners.” 

At the same time some participants stated that they are for direct negotiations, not mediated 

ones: “We should have direct contacts, without Turkey and Russia,” “I am psychologically ready. 

I do not think we are defeated. We have fought with such great power centers [hinting at Russia 

and Turkey].” 

Some said that they would try to understand how people live in Azerbaijan, what they think.  

According to the participants from Karabakh, while the dialogue in general is good, they do not 

think the dialogue is feasible at the moment and/or how/what to negotiate with people who 

believe Armenians are their enemy forever: 

“Their state made the Armenians the present and future enemy for the Azerbaijanis.” 

“No one’s word has influence on a dictator in a dictatorship.” 
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“Who shall I meet now? We both are in trenches. There are no old qirva11 relations.” 

“Such contacts are possible after the trial of the Azerbaijani leadership in the international 

court.” 

“Recently, I had a dialogue with an Azerbaijani couple in the center of Yerevan. He told me 

to join Azerbaijan.” 

However, there were also opinions that the contacts with non-official people might be possible, 

or “if we find compromises, the dialogue would also be possible, we need time.” 

As to the message to the citizens of Azerbaijan, the following ideas were provided: 

“My message would be to stop indoctrinating hatred.” 

“I would say, I am a human being, you are too.” 

“I would suggest to find a common ground.” 

“If that person would be like me, with the same status and in the same stage of life, maybe 

we could try to find a language.” 

“I would say neither Armenia nor Azerbaijan are rented, and if you don’t like your neighbor 

you cannot change your apartment/house, we need to talk. We need willingness.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
11 Qirva refers to a person who holds a child during its circumcision ceremony. This practice was common among 
Muslim and non-Muslim families, and was not always associated with circumcision. With respect to Armenians and 
Azerbaijanis, Armenians and Turks, and/or Armenians and it can be seen as a kind of kinship or friendship. Families 
who engaged in the qirva relationship enjoyed lasting friendships. 
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5. CONCLUSIONS  

Overall, the opinions expressed during the focus groups discussions and individual interviews, 

allow us to make the following conclusions: 

(a) Causes of the war: The main reason/cause of the war was the fact that the issue was not 

resolved in or after 1994, there was only a ceasefire and situation of ‘no war, no peace’. In 

addition to the lack of success in resolving the issue through the negotiation process, the 

respondents also identified the situation in the Armenian army, i.e. its lack of resources/new 

technology and general unpreparedness as the main reason for Azerbaijan to initiate a war.  

 

(b) Possibility to avoid the war: The war could have been avoided or at least postponed. Yet, 

there were differences in the views on how it could be avoided. Most respondent from the 

Armenian marzes believed that it would have been possible to resolve the conflict peacefully 

before the 2020 if the regions/territories under Armenian control outside the territory of the 

NKR would have been returned to Azerbaijan through negotiations, while the respondents 

from Artsakh thought that there was no possibility for peaceful resolution as Azerbaijan was 

not going to make any compromises. Many participants link both issues, i.e. solving the issue 

diplomatically and strengthening/modernization of the army to the government’s failure and 

criticize the government for not doing its job properly for the past 30 years. There is yet a 

third opinion, that the situation is not under the control of either Armenia or Azerbaijan, and 

whatever they would have done it would happen the way it was planned by third 

parties/greater powers. 

 

(c) Status quo after the war: While describing the status quo after the war, participants stated 

that the most obvious change is the shift in balance, i.e. before the 2020 war Armenians were 

victorious, and now it is the Azerbaijanis. The participants also stated that the war has 

changed the power balance in the region, making Russia and Tukey more involved than 

before. At the same time, the war, and particularly the defeat led to a complete re-evaluation 

of the situation and the status quo, resulting in trauma, depression, loss of trust and 

confidence, increased uncertainty and insecurity in Armenia.  In some focus groups the 

participants expressed an opinion that after the war people started to value peace more than 

before. 

 

(d) War losses in Armenia and Azerbaijan: In terms of war losses, first and foremost, human and 

territorial losses were mentioned as the main losses for the Armenian side. While for the 

participants from Armenia the territorial losses were framed as the “loss of land”, “loss of 
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territory”, “loss of strategically important territories,” or “loss of the security zone”, the 

participants from Artsakh formulated this loss as “loss of homeland.” In addition, loss of the 

national dignity, faith, the spirit of struggle, uniting idea/ideology, historical-cultural heritage, 

and the army/belief in the army were also mentioned. Similar to Armenia, Azerbaijan also 

had human losses. This was followed by the loss of the military resources, the loss of 

Azerbaijan’s international image in the world. At the same time, while the loss of Armenia’s 

sovereignty was discussed but not explicitly mentioned/formulated in any of the focus 

groups, the loss of at least some of Azerbaijan’s sovereignty (to Turkey and Russia) was 

mentioned in several focus groups. 

 

(e) Expectations after the war:  The respondents highlighted that there is a need for restoration 

and/or establishment of justice, mostly referring to social justice. There were also more 

specific expectations from the government, such as strengthening the borders, solving the 

issue of war prisoners, establishing peace, ensuring security, modernization of the army, 

psychological support, and changes in foreign policy. However, while listing their 

expectations, people also expressed their concerns that while they have expectations they 

are hopeless and do not expect much from this government. 

 

(f) Impact of the war on the communities: One general impact of the war identified by the 

respondents was the overall psychological situation in the communities, i.e. depression and 

apathy. According to the participants, community members, including their own family 

members and relatives killed in the war were also a major impact on the community. In most 

focus groups in the Armenian marzes the issue of borders and the presence/proximity of 

Azerbaijani armed forces was identified as the main direct cause for insecurity, while focus 

group participants from Hadrut and Shushi said that they have lost their communities and 

there are now only individuals spread all over Armenia and Artsakh. For them, the impact on 

their communities was the destruction of communities as such.  Participants also talked about 

socio-economic impact and mentioned economic losses, such as lost pastures and orchards, 

decreased access to common natural resources, increased poverty and unemployment. 

According to the respondents, the sense of insecurity, uncertainty and decreased trust 

towards the future lead to increased out migration especially from rural communities.  

 

(g) Possible impact of open borders: With respect to possible impact of open borders on the 

communities, the participants mentioned both positive and negative impacts. The positive 

impact would be the fact that there would be more economic activity and employment 

opportunities. However, the negative impact would be that the neighbors (Azerbaijan and 

Turkey) are financially and economically stronger than Armenia and in a short time they 

would run the economy, would buy the property and businesses from the locals and that 

would have an adverse impact on the communities. Therefore, according to the participants, 
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at the moment, in the current condition the negative impact would outweigh the positive. 

Armenia should first become stronger economically, it should become an exporting country 

and then consider opening the borders. They added that it would also be wrong to open 

borders in such a hostile situation, the hostilities should calm down and then the opening of 

the borders can be discussed. Older participants also mentioned about the possible 

demographic impact on communities. From their experience they knew that Azerbaijanis 

tended to have more children and hence thought that in case of open borders, Azerbaijanis 

who would move to their communities would have more children and eventually this would 

change the demographics of the community.   Some also noted that at the moment it would 

not be possible to live together like before, as in Azerbaijan the hate speech/hatred toward 

Armenians is very high and one can expect anything from people who have been brought up 

in such hatred.   

 

(h) Possibility of new war: The majority of focus group and interview participants believe that 

the conflict is not over. Many participants stated that they expect a new war. Some said that 

Armenia is currently in an intermediate phase between war and peace. They believe that 

Azerbaijan is interested in a final military solution in a near future, while Armenia, given its 

current state, will not initiate a war. While some believe that the presence of Russian troops 

in the region gives a sense of security, others think that their presence is humiliating. The 

participants also believe that the Azerbaijanis were disappointed that they were not able to 

take Nagorno Karabakh in its entirety. At the same time, they think that both sides are waiting 

for the appropriate moment to recover what they have lost and start a war. As with some 

previous questions, here as well some participants believe that the solution of the conflict 

depends on Russia and its interest.  

 

(i) Possibility of peace dialogue: The answers to the question “Do you think it is possible to 

initiate a peace dialogue with Azerbaijan now?” were split. While the focus group participants 

in the Armenian marzes had mixed answers to this question, the displaced from Artsakh were 

definite that the dialogue is not possible at the moment. At the same time, the participants 

of the focus groups in the Armenian marzes who were for dialogue said that while there is no 

alternative to dialogue, it is too early to initiate one due to the hostile attitude and the hate 

speech towards Armenians spread by the Azerbaijani leadership. They have also said that 

people should be psychologically prepared and that an important basis for such a dialogue 

would be unconditional return of the prisoners.  When asked who should initiate the 

dialogue, most participants said that it should be initiated at state level. There were 

participants who thought that civil society representatives can also participate in the 

dialogue, but this was argued against by others who noted that in Azerbaijan civil society is 

fully under the government control.  Finally, there were opinions that there definitely should 

be a third party, a mediator, such as Russia or the US, adding that all international players 
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have their different interests. As to the question regarding expectations from dialogue, most 

participants said they expected the terms for peace to be discussed and negotiated. The 

participants mentioned that during dialogue the issue of compromises comes up, and the 

process greatly depends on what and how much each of the parties is willing to compromise. 

The issues/priorities to be discussed during a dialogue were also identified, including the issue 

of the prisoners, the issue of trade-offs: give and take dynamics, the issue of borders, and the 

issue of maintaining the peace. They also mentioned that first the parties should try to 

identify the root causes of the existing problems. Then a dialogue can be initiated only after 

some guarantees of security are provided.  

 

(j) Steps to increase confidence in dialogue: With respect to the question on the steps to be 

taken by the Azerbaijani and Armenian governments or citizens to increase confidence in 

dialogue, the participants have listed many steps to be taken by the Azerbaijani side, and only 

a decrease in animosity/hostility as a step to be taken by the Armenian side. According to the 

participants, the immediate step to be taken by the Azerbaijani government is the return of 

prisoners. Then the following steps have been identified for the Azerbaijani government by 

the participants of the focus groups in the Armenian marzes: stop the state-level anti-

Armenian propaganda and hate speech; stop further militarization and aggressive rhetoric; 

stop discrediting Armenia; decrease the tension on the borders; stop vandalizing the 

Armenian historical-cultural heritage; leave space for discussion of Artsakh’s status; open the 

borders as they are. As to Azerbaijani civil society, the participants believe that they will not 

initiate anything until allowed by the government. So the government should not interfere in 

civil society initiatives. The respondents from Artsakh singled out the following steps: 

withdraw from Shushi and Hadrut; return to the positions of 1994 and then commence the 

negotiations; withdraw from the NKR’s September 2, 1991 constitutionally recognized 

territory thus showing that they are equally ready to give up their achievements resulting 

from the last war. The participants from Artsakh have also expressed their concern that if the 

issue of Artsakh’s status is not solved, no Armenian will stay in Artsakh. 

 

(k) Changes in perceptions after the war/Expectations for the future: According to most 

participants, there is no possibility of a sustainable, long-lasting peace in the South Caucasus 

as long as there are greater powers and global interests involved. Most participants stated 

that peaceful coexistence with open borders is not possible/is highly unlikely in the near 

future. The participants believe that another generation should come that could think 

differently. The younger participants, however, stated that maybe in 10 years it might be 

possible, but it still depends on many variables. They said that while they want peaceful 

coexistence, the price for it is also very important.  Many participants stated that before the 

war they were confident on the rightfulness of their cause and the Armenian army. They did 

not believe that the war could end the way it did. However, now they have re-evaluated their 
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thinking and as they say “look at things more realistically” and “do not believe in myths 

anymore.” Faced with reality, people feel broken and deceived. As they try to analyze what 

had happened and learn their own lessons, this leads to decreased self-confidence and more 

realistic understandings of the situation. At the same time, it brings a level of disappointment 

that is not easy to cope with and not easily overcome. Thus, people speak of uncertainty, 

insecurity, fears. The lost self-confidence, re-evaluation of the situation and oneself in that 

situation, leads to different conclusions and lessons. Some consider leaving the country, while 

others believe that they should stay and do their work better for Armenia to get stronger. 

Interestingly, some participants from Artsakh stated that they have somehow changed their 

uncompromising attitude, while others said that either nothing has changed in their thinking 

or that they were considering some compromises even before the start of the war. Finally, a 

major shift in people’s thinking after the war as recorded in the focus groups is the 

understanding of the value of peace and human lives. 

 

(l) Willingness to engage in dialogue: The participants said that they would be willing to engage 

in dialogue if they knew they could change something. At the same time some participants 

stated that they are for direct negotiations, not mediated ones. Some said that they would 

try to understand how people live in Azerbaijan, what do they think. According to the 

participants from Karabakh, while the dialogue in general is good, they do not think the 

dialogue is feasible at the moment and/or how/what to negotiate with people who believe 

Armenians are their enemy forever. However, there were also opinions that contacts with 

non-official people might be possible, or “if we find compromises, dialogue would also be 

possible, we need time.” 
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