
Psychology, 2015, 6, 1136-1143 
Published Online July 2015 in SciRes. http://www.scirp.org/journal/psych 
http://dx.doi.org/10.4236/psych.2015.69111  

How to cite this paper: Dan, O., David, Y. M., Abraham, M., & Souval, D. (2015). Differences in State Anxiety Responses to 
Combat Pictures between Young Adult Israeli Jews and Israeli Palestinian Arabs. Psychology, 6, 1136-1143. 
http://dx.doi.org/10.4236/psych.2015.69111  

 
 

Differences in State Anxiety Responses to 
Combat Pictures between Young Adult 
Israeli Jews and Israeli Palestinian Arabs 
Orrie Dan, Yona Moshe David, Michal Abraham, DoritHadar Souval 
Department of Psychology, The Max Stern Academic College of Emek Yezreel, Israel 
Email: orridan@gmail.com 
 
Received 30 May 2015; accepted 17 July 2015; published 22 July 2015 
 
Copyright © 2015 by authors and Scientific Research Publishing Inc. 
This work is licensed under the Creative Commons Attribution International License (CC BY). 
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/ 

    
 

 
 

Abstract 
The purpose of the current study was to investigate whether the different political realities of 
Israeli Jewish citizens and of Israeli Palestinian Arab citizens had differential impacts on the situa-
tional anxiety elicited by video clips of military operations. The pictures were taken during the 
November 2012 Pillar of Defense military operation in Gaza and southern Israel. Participants in-
cluded 75 (49 female) students at an Israeli college. Of these, 39 were Israeli Jews and 36 were 
Israeli Arabs. Participants completed the State-Trait Anxiety Inventory (Spielberger, 1983) and 
then watched a video clip containing combat pictures. After that they completed the State Anxiety 
Inventory again. The results showed no differences between Israeli Jewish participants and Israeli 
Palestinian Arab participants on trait anxiety. Analysis revealed a significant group (Israeli Jews/ 
Israeli Palestinian Arabs) X condition (before/after watching the video clip pictures) interaction 
effect. Before watching the video clip, the groups exhibited no difference in state anxiety. After 
watching the clip, the Israeli Palestinian Arab participants showed greater state anxiety compared 
with the Israeli Jews. 
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1. Introduction 
Researchers describe “unmanageable” conflicts as being total and vast. Such conflicts penetrate the social tex-
tures of both sides and impose themselves on individuals as well as on institutions (Rouhana & Bar-Tal, 1998; 
Bar-Tal, 2007). They are characterized by a great deal of violence involving vast destruction and by strong feel-
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ings of hostility interwoven into the socialization processes of the contending sides (Bar-Tal, 2007; Ben Meir & 
Shaked, 2007). The Israeli-Arab conflict, with the Israeli-Palestinian conflict at its center, is considered an on-
going conflict, similar to the conflicts in Northern Ireland, Sri Lanka, Cyprus, Cambodia and Kashmir (Azar, 
1990; Burton, 1990; Kelman, 1999, 2004). Unmanageable conflicts go on for long periods of time, during which 
prejudice and intense hostility develop between the two sides. The collective memory and the actions of indi-
viduals on both sides are affected by events connected to the conflict. 

The implications of such conflicts are expressed by low empathy between the sides (Stephan &Stephan, 1996, 
2001), by a clear division into internal and external groups based on the identity of one group (instead of mul-
tiple identities) (Brewer, 1986), by a homogeneous perception of the members of the external group (Tajfel & 
Turner, 1986; Rouhana, 2008), by attributing negative stereotypes to the members of the external group and by 
discriminating behaviors favoring the internal group (Abrams & Hogg, 1990). 

1.1. The Israeli Palestinian Conflict 
The State of Israel was established in 1948 as the national home for the Jewish people. Immediately after Israel 
declared its independence, war broke out between Israel and its Arab neighbors. At the end of this war, the bor-
ders of the State of Israel were determined. Within the borders of this state, an Arab population was included 
alongside the Jewish population, a population that today is defined as the Arab Palestinian citizens of Israel. In 
1967 another war, the Six Day War, took place, in which Israel conquered territories populated by Arabs. These 
territories are known as Judea, Samaria and the Gaza Strip. Over the years the Palestinian Authority was estab-
lished within these territories. The Arab population living in the territories of the Palestinian Authority defines 
itself as Palestinian. A fence, actually a border, separates between the Palestinian Authority and the State of 
Israel. Since the establishment of the Palestinian Authority in 1994, a ritual of peace negotiations has been going 
on alongside recurrent violent outbursts of the conflict, such as terror attacks, occupation, bombing and the 
launching of rockets. 

The Arab Palestinian citizens of Israel, who constitute one-fifth of the Israeli population (Central Bureau of 
Statistics 2006), are closely tied to the Palestinian territories and are often perceived as a hostile minority with 
national, religious and cultural ties to the enemy—the Arab world. They are often believed to be supportive of 
subversive activity. Their growing numbers enhance the perception held by many Jewish Israelis that the Arab 
Israeli population is threatening the very existence of the state of Israel, as well as its Jewish character (Halperin, 
Canetti-Nisim, & Hirsch-Hoefler, 2009). 

Findings of studies conducted in Israel in recent years among Israeli Jewish and Israeli Arab Palestinian citi-
zens reveal an increasing tendency toward polarization on both sides (Bar-Tal, 2007; Bar-Tal & Teichman, 2005; 
Kupermintz, Salomon, & Hussisi, 2007). The sides disagree on essential issues concerning the character and 
identity of the state of Israel. The Israeli Jewish population, being the majority, supports Israel as a Jew-
ish-Zionist state that should maintain its Jewish majority. In contrast, the Israeli Palestinian Arab population, 
being the minority, regards Israel as the shared homeland of the two peoples and expects to be recognized as a 
national Palestinian minority. Thus, Arabic should have equal status to Hebrew. The majority of the Israeli Pal-
estinian Arab population accepts the existence of the State of Israel, but rejects the idea of a Jewish-Zionist state 
(Bar-Tal & Teichman, 2005; Ben Meir & Shaked, 2007; Rouhana, 2004; Kupermintz, Salomon, & Hussisi, 
2007). 

This situation creates completely different realities within the two groups. Most citizens in the Israeli Jewish 
majority identify with the State of Israel and what it stands for and feel that the state represents them. They ac-
cept its institutions and fulfill their obligations as citizens by voting in the elections, serving in the army and the 
like. In contrast, the Israeli Palestinian Arab citizens of the State of Israel suffer from internal tensions between 
the conflicting components of their identity: the civic component stemming from their status as Israeli citizens 
and the national component stemming from their belonging to the Arab population in Israel, to the Arab world 
and to the Palestinian people (Al-Haj, 1993). As citizens, the Arabs wish to strengthen the process of moderni-
zation and gain equality of opportunity like the Jewish population. On the national level, they support the aspira-
tions of their people to achieve independence and to establish a state. Finding the balance between these two 
components is a difficult and complex task, since the two components, as mentioned above, are involved in an 
ongoing conflict. As a result of this situation, among other things the Arab population in Israel is rejected both 
by Israeli Jews and by the Palestinian people. Al-Haj (1993) describes their situation as “double periphery”: liv-
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ing on the fringes of Israeli society as well as on the fringes of Palestinian society. 

1.2. The Effect of Exposure to Violent Events on Minority and Majority Groups 
Research shows that belonging to a minority group increases the probability of developing mental disorders after 
a catastrophe (Norris et al., 2002). Thus, for example, Brewin, Andrews and Valentine (2000) found that be-
longing to a minority group within a state becomes a risk factor for developing post-traumatic disorders after 
major catastrophes. Numerous studies conducted in the USA have illustrated the vulnerability of ethnic minori-
ties, in particular the black and Hispanic populations, to various kinds of trauma. These minority groups are dis-
tinguished from the rest of the population by a greater frequency of post-traumatic disorders and bytheir percep-
tions of the measure of stress stemming from exposure to traumatic events (Perilla, Norris, & Lavizzo, 2002). 
Accordingly, when the effects of the events September 11 were measured, a variety of post-traumatic disorders 
were consistently found within minority groups (Galea et al., 2002). 

Similar findings have been reported in studies comparing the Jewish majority and the Palestinian minority in 
Israel. These studies show greater distress as the result of exposure to ongoing terror among Arab-Palestinian 
students who are Israeli citizens than among Jewish students. In a study by Somer, Maguen, Or-Chen and Litz 
(2007), a higher prevalence of PTSD and depression was found among Arab-Palestinian Israeli citizens who live 
in cities with mixed populations. In addition, Hobfoll, Canetti-Nisim and Johnson (2006) found more post- 
traumatic syndromes among Arab-Palestinian Israeli citizens than among Jewish citizens. Moreover, a test 
measuring the level of anxiety among Jews and Arab-Palestinian Israeli citizens at two periods of time found 
that in the first period, 19 months after a terror attack, Arab-Palestinian Israeli citizens and Jewish citizens suf-
fered from a similar level of post-traumatic disorders. However, in the second period, 44 months after the terror 
attack, post-traumatic disorders among the Arab-Palestinian Israeli citizens had tripled in intensity, while among 
Israeli Jews the symptoms had almost completely disappeared. 

Based on the findings of these studies, this research seeks to investigate whether the different political reali-
ties of the two groups, Israeli Jewish citizens and Israeli Palestinian Arab citizens, have different impacts on the 
internal psychological experiences of the individuals within these groups in the face of exposure to a violent 
conflict between the two sides. More specifically, does exposure to violent events connected to the Israeli-Pal- 
estinian conflict lead to differential levels of situational anxiety among the Jewish and the Israeli Palestinian 
Arab populations? 

1.3. Research Background 
The violent events on which this research focuses took place during eight days in November 2012. These events 
are called Operation Pillar of Defense by the Israelis and the Gaza Warby the Palestinians. Each side has a dif-
ferent perception of these events andof who was responsible, who was the attacker and who was the victim. Yet 
there is no argument between the sides regarding the fact that the Israeli army launched thousands of attacks on 
targets in the Gaza Strip, while more than a thousand rockets were fired at Israeli towns and villages. Likewise, 
there is no argument regarding the fact that the civilian populations on both sides suffered greatly while paying a 
high price both in property and in human lives. 

In the current study we showed Israeli Jewish and Israeli Palestinian Arab participants a short video clip of 
combat pictures from Operation Pillar of Defense. 

The research hypotheses are as follows: 
a) No differences between Israeli Jewish participants and Israeli Palestinian Arabs participants are expected 

on trait anxiety. 
b) Before watching the video clip, Israeli Jewish participants and Israeli Arabs participants will exhibit no 

differences either in trait anxiety or in state anxiety, whereas after watching the video clip there will be differ-
ences between Israeli Jewish participants and Israeli Arab participants on state anxiety. 

2. Method 
2.1. Participants 
Participants included 75 (49 female) first-year undergraduate students at an Israeli college (M = 23.2 ± 2.82), of 
whom 39 participants were Israeli Jews and 36 were Israeli Arabs. The participants received course credit in 



O. Dan et al. 
 

 
1139 

exchange for their participation. All participants gave their informed consent. 

2.2. Instruments 
2.2.1. Anxiety 
State and trait anxiety were assessed using the State-Trait Anxiety Inventory (Spielberger, 1983), a 40-item scale. 
Respondents indicated how they “generally” felt by endorsing statements such as “I feel nervous and restless.” 
Endorsements were made on a scale ranging from 1 (almost never) to 4 (almost always). The items were totaled 
to yield an overall anxiety score, with high scores indicating high state and trait anxiety. In the present sample 
the internal consistency α scores were 0.86 (pre-test state anxiety), 0.62 (trait anxiety) and 0.88 (post-test state 
anxiety). 

2.2.2. Combat Pictures Video Clip 
A short video clip was made especially for this experiment. The clip was constructed from still photographs. The 
contents of the pictures were related to the military conflict in the Pillar of Defense military operation and in-
cluded such images as flying missiles and fighter airplanes, bombs, damage resulting from bombs, people afraid 
of bombs, people protesting, newspaper headlines and the like. A total of 50 pictures were used, with 24 pictures 
presenting the fighting from the perspective of each side, Israeli and Palestinian. Two additional pictures that 
opened the clip made reference to both sides of the fighting. The first picture showed the name of the military 
operation and the second showed both the Israeli and the Palestinian flags separated by a flame resulting from a 
bomb or missile. Each picture was presented for five seconds, with transitional effects between the pictures. A 
somewhat dramatic sound track accompanied the clip. 

2.3. Procedure 
Participants were randomly invited to a laboratory session in three groups of 25 participants each. The procedure 
was exactly the same for each group and took place under controlled and identical conditions. The experimenter 
read the instructions to the participants. First the participants completed the State-Trait Anxiety questionnaire. 
After that they were shown the combat picture video and instructed to watch it. Finally, after seeing the video 
they were asked to complete the State-Trait Anxiety questionnaire again. 

3. Results 
Preliminary analyses showed no significant gender difference (p = 0.73, 0.39, 0.25); therefore, all the statistics 
include all participants. 

The first hypothesis suggested that there would no differences between Israeli Jewish participants and Israeli 
Arab participants on trait anxiety. An independent t-test measure was used. No significant differences was found 
between Israeli Jewish participants and Israeli Arabs participants on trait anxiety (t(74) = −0.26, p = 0.8). 

The second hypothesis suggested that before watching the video clip there would be no differences between 
Israeli Jewish participants and Israeli Arabs participants on state anxiety, whereas after watching the video clip 
there would be differences between the two groups on state anxiety. A repeated measures ANOVA revealed a 
significant group (Israeli Jews/Israeli Arabs) X condition (before/after watching the video clip) interaction effect, 
F(1,73) 24.08, p < 0.001, effect size = 0.25. Follow-up contrasts within each group using paired measure t-tests 
revealed differences between pre- and post-video clip viewing, with the state anxiety of Israeli Jews elevated 
from 1.63 (SD = 0.38) to 2.02 (SD = 0.53), t(38) = −4.74, p < 0.001, and the state anxiety of Israeli Arabs ele-
vated from1.76 (SD = 0.4) to 2.68 (SD = 0.35), t(35) = −13.59, p < 0.001. Follow-up contrasts between the 
groups using t-tests revealed differences in state anxiety after watching the video clip, with state anxiety for the 
Israeli Jews measured at 2.02 (SD = 0.53) and state anxiety for the Israeli Arabs at 2.67 (SD = 0.35), t(73) = 
−6.2, p < 0.001 (Figure 1). 

4. Discussion 
In recent years, research interest has grown regarding the emotions felt by individuals as a result of their mem-
bership in or identification with a certain group or society (Mackie, Devos, & Smith, 2000; Smith & Mackie, 
2008). 
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Figure 1. Differences between Israeli Jews and Israeli Palestinian Arabs in 
state anxiety response means, before, and after watching video clip of military 
operations.                                                              

 
The aim of the present study was to examine the relationships between the political realities of Israeli Jewish 

and Israeli Palestinian Arab citizens and situational anxiety, elicited by showing video clip pictures of a military 
operation. 

The first hypothesis was that on an ordinary day at a college, no differences in trait anxiety were expected 
between Israeli Jewish participants and Israeli Palestinian Arabs participants. This hypothesis was clearly con-
firmed. The results indicate that Israeli Jewish and Israeli Palestinian Arab citizens do not differ in their trait an-
xiety. This result is in line with previous studies showing no differences in anxieties between Israeli Jewish and 
Israeli Palestinian Arab citizens (Zeidner, 1989). 

The second hypothesis was that prior to watching the video clip there would be no differences between Israeli 
Jewish participants and Israeli Arabs participants on state anxiety, whereas after watching the video clip there 
would be differences between Israeli Jewish participants and Israeli Arabs participants on state anxiety. This 
hypothesis was confirmed. Results show that at the beginning of the session, before watching the video clip, 
there was no difference in state anxiety between Israeli Jewish and Israeli Palestinian Arab citizens, but after 
watching a video clip showing military operation pictures, the state anxiety of all participants was significantly 
elevated. This result can be explained by previous findings showing that emotions become more extreme under 
stressful conditions (Huddy, Feldman, & Cassese, 2009; Skitka, Bauman, & Mullen, 2004) and that individuals 
may experience emotions in response to events that affect other members of a group with which they identify 
(Halperin, Sharvit, & Gross, 2011; Mackie et al., 2000; Wohl, Branscombe, & Klar, 2006; Dumont, Yzerbyt, 
Wigboldus, & Gordin, 2003). Moreover, the elevated state anxiety was more pronounced among the Israeli Pal-
estinian Arab participants compared with the Israeli Jewish participants. Results indicated differences in state 
anxiety between Israeli Jews and Israeli Palestinian Arabs after watching the video clip of the military operation 
pictures, such that the Israeli Palestinian Arab citizens exhibited greater state anxiety than the Israeli Jewish cit-
izens. This result can be explained by the differing political realities of the Jewish and Arab Palestinian Israeli 
citizens.  

Watching the military operation pictures increased state anxiety among both groups, Jews and Arabs. How-
ever, the state anxiety among the Arab participants was not merely a result of the fear of getting hurt in a war. It 
also represented the triggering of two components of their identity conflict: the citizen component (Israeli iden-
tity) and national identity (Palestinian identity). For Arab participants the reality shown in the clip is complex. 
Those who shoot rockets and endanger me (Palestinians in Gaza) are part of my people, and I am part of them. 
Those who fight against my people (Israelis) are also part of my people, and I am part of them. The clip showed 
the suffering of both sides. Jewish participants recognized a clear picture of good and bad in the clip and re-
ceived moral affirmation for their country’s actions. The Arab participants felt fear for their lives on both the 
physical and the psychological levels (Where do I belong?) (Hagerty & Williams, 1999; Sargent, Williams, Ha-
gerty, Lynch-Sauer, & Hoyle, 2002). These results coincide with previous research knowledge emphasizing that 
belonging to a minority group is one of the risk factors for mental illness after experiencing a traumatic event 
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(Loo, Fairbank, & Chemtob, 2005; Norris et al., 2002; Palinkas, Petterson, Russel, & Downs, 1993). 
Moreover, social psychology research has demonstrated that threatened individuals and groups usually cope 

with threat by developing hostile attitudes toward out-groups, attempting to reduce their relative power and 
supporting actions that potentially harm out-group members in various ways (Maddux, Galinsky, Cuddy, & Po-
lifroni, 2008; Rios-Morrison & Ybarra 2008; Pettigrew, 2003). This process may be exacerbated when these 
minority groups are believed to be associated with the enemy (Bar-Tal & Labin, 2001; Pettigrew, 2003; Skitka, 
Bauman, & Mullen 2004). Following decades of Israeli-Arab conflict, Israeli Palestinian Arab citizens are a 
major target of politicalintolerance (Halperin, Canetti-Nisim, & Hirsch-Hoefler, 2009; Shamir & Sagiv-Schifter, 
2006; Shamir & Sullivan, 1985). They are perceived by Israeli Jews to be a hostile minority with intimate con-
nections with the enemies of Israel. At times when public safety is threatened, rage is frequently aimed at that 
minority group and their members. Watching the combat pictures reminds the Israeli Arab citizen show the ma-
jority perceives them as being part of the enemy and may be hostile toward them. Therefore their state anxiety 
rises. 

Although interesting, the present study has some limitations. First, it depended on participants’ self-reports of 
their state and trait anxiety. Some participants may have been unable to give accurate reports of their feelings in 
the described situations or may have been embarrassed about sharing their true feelings. Future studies should 
incorporate physical assessment of anxiety along with subjective reporting on questionnaires. Second, the mi-
nority group was treated as a homogeneous group, whereas it comprises Muslim and Christian Israeli Palestinian 
Arab citizens. 

Although defined as Palestinians, these two groups have different historical narratives that influence their po-
litical reality in Israel (their identification with the state, feelings of belonging and the like). It is reasonable to 
assume that this political reality influences their interpretation of the conflict differently, as well as their level of 
state anxiety. Finally, because this study examined only anxiety, future laboratory studies with proper controls 
are needed to test the effects of more discrete emotions, including hate and anger. 

The current study demonstrated how watching a video clip of combat pictures caused state anxiety to increase 
among all young adult participants. Moreover, this rise in state anxiety was more pronounced within the minori-
ty group that is known to be associated with the enemy. These findings contribute to a growing body of litera-
ture demonstrating that during times of threat, minority groups may suffer from extreme situation anxiety. Re-
gardless of the direction of future research, it is our hope that in times of threats like this the government will 
remember that it is responsible for the well-being of all its citizens, including its minorities, especially those that 
are more vulnerable and perceived by the majority as identifying with the enemy. These preliminary findings 
should be further validated in the future, using a complementary experimental design. 
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