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Abstract
This study was based on the theory that adolescents view scenes of violent ethnic conflicts in the
mass media through the lens of their own ethnicity, and that the resulting social-cognitive
reactions influence their negative stereotypes about similar ethnic groups in their own country. We
interviewed 89 Jewish and 180 Arab American high school students about their exposure to the
Israeli-Palestinian conflict, their social cognitive reactions to it, and their stereotypes toward
ethnic groups. Beyond the effects of ethnic identity, the degree to which adolescents identified
with Israelis and Palestinians in the media was a key variable linking exposure to media depictions
of the conflict and the implicit ethnic stereotypes they displayed about Jewish Americans and
Arab Americans.

Although fictional depictions of violent behavior frequently can be found on television, in
the movies, and in computer video games, depictions of real-life violence on television also
are prevalent and many children view this coverage (Smith & Wilson, 2002). Perhaps the
most persistent images of this kind of violence are transmitted from the Middle East, where,
in particular, the ongoing conflict between Israelis and Palestinians has been at a high level
for many years and does not promise to subside in the near future. Such exposure may affect
the viewers’ propensity to behave aggressively and become more accepting of violence
(Anderson et al., 2003; Huesmann & Kirwil, 2007; Huesmann, Moise, Podolski, & Eron,
2003). Based on social identity and self-categorization theories (Tajfel & Turner, 1986;
Turner, Hogg, Oakes, Reicher, & Wetherell, 1987), there are theoretical reasons to believe
that especially for Jewish and Arab American adolescents (for whom the conflict is most
relevant to their ethnic identity), exposure to media depictions of the Israeli-Palestinian
conflict should influence their interpretations of these images of war (e.g., which group is
responsible for the violence), their identification with victims or perpetrators, and their
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ethnic stereotypes and prejudices about related ethnic groups in America (Dubow,
Huesmann, & Greenwood, 2007).

In this study, we test the following hypotheses with data collected from Jewish and Arab
American high school students. First, we expected that Jewish American and Arab
American students would hold more negative stereotypes about the out-group than their own
in-group. We included both implicit and explicit measures of stereotypes to test this
hypothesis. Second, we propose that individuals’ interpretations of the violence they see in
media coverage of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict and their identification with the
participants in those scenes are adjusted through their lens of ethnicity. Thus, we predicted
that Arab American adolescents would perceive Israelis as more responsible for the depicted
violence and would identify more with Palestinians in media depictions, whereas Jewish
American adolescents would perceive Palestinians as more responsible for the depicted
violence and would identify more with Israelis portrayed in media depictions. Third, we
expected that one's interpretation of the media reports about the violence (i.e., which group
is responsible for it) would relate to negative stereotypes toward related ethnic groups in the
United States. Finally, we tested a model proposing that a stronger ethnic identity, when
coupled with increased media exposure to the portrayal of one's ethnic group, leads to a
stronger identification with one's related ethnic group as it is portrayed in the media, which
in turn leads to increased negative stereotypes about opposition ethnic groups and increased
perceptions that violence is being perpetrated by the opposition group.

Theoretical Background and Empirical Evidence: Social Cognitive
Information-Processing Models, Ethnic Identity, and Ethnic Stereotypes
Social cognitive information-processing models

We approach this research from a larger social-cognitive/information processing framework
to explain how children's observations of their environment lead to lasting cognitive,
behavioral, and emotional dispositions (e.g., Bandura, 1977; 1986; Berkowitz, 1990; Crick
& Dodge, 1994; Guerra & Huesmann, 2004; Huesmann, 1988; 1998). This broad
developmental perspective proposes that by observing behavior as portrayed by parents,
peers, and the mass media, and by inferring beliefs and attitudes producing that behavior, a
child gradually acquires cognitive schemas through which to understand oneself and one's
social world. Early on, the developing self-schema is influenced by transactions with parents
and other primary caregivers; later, self-schema development is influenced by transactions
with peers, schools, and communities, as well as from mainstream cultural beliefs through
various media, such as books, movies, and television (Adams & Marshall, 1996; Erikson,
1968). Furthermore, certain individual characteristics, such as membership in social
categories (e.g., race, gender, social class, religious affiliation, ethnicity) are likely to
predispose individuals to developing particular social or role identities (Stryker & Serpe,
1994). Given our interest in attitudes, beliefs, and behaviors directed at other ethnic groups,
we are interested in the self-schema of ethnic identity, which comes to serve as a filter for
perceiving and reacting to ethnic-related events (Phinney, 1990; Tajfel & Turner, 1986).

Ethnic identity
According to social identity theory and self-categorization theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1986;
Turner et al., 1987), an individual has several identities that correspond to his or her
membership in social categories at different contextual levels (e.g., personal, family,
cultural). Events occurring within these contexts stimulate individuals to interpret those
events and act in accordance with their corresponding social identity. These authors showed
that simply identifying (self-categorizing) oneself as a member of a social group led to a
positive in-group bias in comparison to one's orientation toward the out-group. Applied to
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our research on Jewish and Arab Americans’ reactions to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict,
one's perceptions and reactions to the violence should be filtered through his or her
ethnicity. In order to promote a positive ethnic identity, viewers should evaluate events of
ambiguous origin, such as which ethnic group is responsible for violent Israeli-Palestinian
confrontations, in a positive light for the ethnic group with which they identify (i.e., Jewish
Americans with the Israelis, Arab Americans with the Palestinians). Ashmore, Deaux, and
McLaughlin-Volpe (2004) described this “self-categorization” component of one's
“collective identity” as the “precondition for all other dimensions of collective identity” (p.
84).

Ashmore et al. (2004) described several additional components that speak to the strength of
one's collective identity, including one's evaluation—and perceptions of others’
evaluations--of the social category in question, the importance one places on the social
category in appraising one's overall sense of self, one's emotional attachment to the group,
one's beliefs about the group's ideology (position in society based on its history), and one's
behavioral involvement in activities associated with the social category. Phinney (1990,
1992) captured several of these components in her conceptualization of ethnic identity,
which includes the extent to which an individual perceives himself or herself to have
adopted the norms, values, and practices of an ethnic group (Phinney, 1990, 1992).

Croucher, Oommen, Borten, Anarbaeva, and Turner (2010) reported that an ethnic minority
group often seeks out ethnic-relevant media to “protect itself against what it perceives as
encroachment upon its rights by the dominant culture” (p. 315), “to maintain ties with the
homeland” (p. 316), or to continue to “identify with their culture” (p. 317). Kira et al. (2008)
surveyed Iraqi refugees in the United States regarding their media exposure to the Iraq–US
war and their mental health. The authors found that those who were previously oppressed
and tortured watched more war news, suggesting that these respondents sought out
information that was relevant to their ethnic identity. In addition, for individuals actually
involved in the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, some evidence already exists that the cognitive
reactions to and interpretations of the war violence they see around them are influenced by
the in-group with which they identify. Shamir and Shikaki (2002) found that Israelis and
Palestinians each viewed acts of violence on their own side as justified but acts of violence
by the other side as terrorism.

Ethnic stereotypes
We view ethnic stereotypes as components of general cognitive schemas about the social
world. Although a variety of definitions have been offered, we prefer Greenwald and
Banaji's (1995) definition that a stereotype is a socially shared set of beliefs about traits that
are characteristic of members of a social category. From a social-cognitive standpoint,
stereotypes are a part of a person's schema about a social category (Fiske & Taylor, 1991).
Within the standard representation of a node-link network in which the meaning of each
node is defined by its associated links (Rumelhart, Lindsay, & Norman, 1972), stereotypes
can be conceived of as a prototypical node for a social category or a set of highly accessible
exemplars sharing attributes (Fiske & Taylor, 1991). Like other elements of an individual's
world schema, ethnic stereotypes should be influenced by what the individual observes
across contexts (e.g., in the family, in the peer group, in the mass media).

Empirical studies demonstrate that ethnic identification may be related to negative
stereotypes toward an ethnic out-group, especially under conditions of perceived threat.
While not about war violence, Dixon (2008) found that TV news stories in which criminals
are portrayed as ethnic minorities increase one's negative attitudes about the minority group
(e.g., Dixon, 2008). Meeus, Duriez, Vanbeselaere, and Boen (2010) investigated
mechanisms by which in-group identification might lead to out-group derogation. In a study
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of Belgian college students, the authors assessed Flemish in-group identification using items
assessing importance of, and attachment to, the in-group. The authors argued that the
strength of one's in-group identification would predict out-group prejudice (explicit
prejudice toward the Moroccan immigrant community) depending on one's national identity
representation (i.e., whether national membership should be based on ethnicity/genealogical
grounds or instead on civic grounds such as institutional commitments of individuals). The
results showed that higher levels of in-group identification predicted increases in ethnic
national identity representation, which in turn predicted higher levels of prejudice toward the
out-group. Thus, the more the participants felt attached to their in-group, the more they
viewed their country in ethnic terms, and the more they held negative stereotypes toward an
out-group minority. Dubow et al. (2010) found that Israeli and Palestinian youth exposed to
ethnic-political conflict acquire more negative beliefs about the out-group with whom they
are at war. Taken together, these studies suggest that strong ethnic identification may be
related to negative stereotypes toward an ethnic out-group.

The Role of Identification with Aggressors and Victims in Media Portrayals
According to social-cognitive models, identification with an observed actor is a key
precursor to being influenced by the actor's behavior (Huesmann et al., 2003). We argue that
one's ethnicity, strength of ethnic identification, religious identification, and political
ideology all play important roles in determining the degree to which the individual identifies
with the perpetrators and victims of the ethnic–political violence. In terms of interpreting
observed violent events, modern observational learning theory (Huesmann & Eron 1986;
Huesmann & Kirwil 2007) suggests that children who identify with the aggressor are more
likely to acquire the aggressor's scripts, beliefs, and schemas, whereas those who identify
with the victim are more likely to acquire the victim's scripts, schemas, and beliefs. We note,
however, that identification also is affected by individual difference characteristics other
than ethnicity, ethnic identity, and ideology (e.g., gender, emotion regulation, empathic
understanding), and some of these variables might play protective roles in the relation
between violence exposure and negative outcomes.

Identification with aggressors frequently has been associated with aggressive behavior and
the emergence of beliefs supporting the use of aggressive behavior in general (Huesmann et
al., 2003). We expect that the degree of identification with Israelis or Palestinians portrayed
in media depictions of the conflict is likely to depend on one's ethnicity and strength of their
ethnic identity. For example, Jewish American adolescents should identify or empathize
with victimized Israelis (e.g., after suicide attacks on Jewish-Israeli neighborhoods); Arab
American adolescents should identify or empathize with victimized Palestinians (e.g., after
Israeli military incursions into Palestinian towns). Attitudes and stereotypes should then
vary accordingly – e.g., strong ethnic identity as a Jew plus strong identification with Israelis
should predict negative attitudes towards Arabs and perhaps even aggressive intentions
towards Arabs.

It should be acknowledged, though, that it is not tenable to assert that one's ethnic identity
minimizes or eliminates entirely the facility to identify or empathize with members of
victimized ethnic out-groups. Research on social identity has demonstrated that people hold
multiple (Brewer & Gardner, 1996; Tajfel & Turner, 1986) and cross-cutting (Turner et al.,
1987) social identities and that the activation of a particular identity is partly a consequence
of its contextual salience (Brewer & Weber, 1994; Drury & Reicher, 2000). The impact of
exposure to media depictions of ethnic-political violence is thus likely to be affected by the
activation of one or more contextually salient social identities. Thus, in exposure to media
portrayals of ethnic-political conflict, people (regardless of their ethnic identification) might
at some times focus on the experience of the victims, and at other times on the perpetrators.
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What we are proposing is that strength of ethnic identification and identification with the
victims/perpetrators of ethnic conflict and violence, should act in concert to shape attitudes,
beliefs, and behaviors with respect to ethnic in-groups as well as out-groups.

The Present Study
We interviewed and assessed a sample of Jewish and Arab American high school students to
test our predictions. First, we expected that Jewish American and Arab American students
would hold more negative stereotypes about the out-group than their own in-group. Second,
we predicted that Jewish American students who see more media coverage of the Israeli-
Palestinian conflict would perceive the violence as being perpetrated more by the
Palestinians and would identify or empathize more strongly with Israelis, while Arab
American students who see more media coverage of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict would
perceive the violence as being perpetrated more by the Israelis and would identify or
empathize more strongly with the Palestinians. Third, we expected that one's interpretation
of the media reports about the violence (i.e., which group is responsible for it) would relate
to negative stereotypes toward related ethnic groups in the United States. That is,
perceptions that the Israelis are responsible for the violence would predict more negative
stereotypes toward Jewish Americans, whereas perceptions that the Palestinians are
responsible for the violence would predict more negative stereotypes toward Arab
Americans. Finally, we tested a model proposing that identification with one's ethnic group
as it is portrayed in the media plays a key role in understanding the links among ethnic
identity, reactions to media portrayals, and increased negative stereotypes about related
opposing American ethnic groups (i.e., Jewish or Arab Americans).

Method
Participants

Students (n = 395; 50% male; mean age = 15.96 years) were recruited from three high
schools in the Detroit, Michigan metropolitan region with relatively high concentrations of
Arab and Jewish American youth: a public high school with a diverse student body (n = 162;
33% Jewish, 8% Arab, 58% other); a public high school with a student body that is
predominantly of Middle Eastern origin (n = 200; 84% Arab, 16% other); and a private high
school for Jewish students (n = 33, 100% Jewish). The sample for the analyses reported in
this study consists of the 180 students who were classified (as described below) as Arab
American and the 89 students who were classified as Jewish American, for a total sample of
269 participants.

Procedure
Parent consent and student assent were obtained. Students were informed that they would be
participating in a study with two parts – one about how quickly they could recognize
different words and one about their views about different conflicts in the world. To avoid
priming effects, no specific conflict was mentioned. First, participants completed the
computer-based implicit measures; second, they completed the self-report paper-and-pencil
survey. Each part took approximately 25 minutes. The students, identified only by numbers
unconnected to their names, completed both tasks in private at their schools. The
participants were debriefed about the purpose of each part of the study at the end of their
session.

Measures
Ethnicity—Two questions were used to determine the participants’ ethnicity. First, they
were asked to identify their ethnicity from among a number of response options that
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included Arab American and Jewish American. Second, they were asked to indicate their
religious identity, which included Muslim, Jewish, Christian, etc. A student was then
classified as “Arab American” if, in response to the first question, he or she responded
“Arab American” (n = 172), wrote in a response that included the word “Arab” (e.g., “Arab
Muslim Lebanese”) (n = 3), or wrote the name of a country/region in the Middle East that is
part of the Arab League or has strong ties to the Arab culture and Muslim religion (e.g.,
“Middle-Eastern/Iranian”) (n = 5). A student was classified as “Jewish American” if, in
response to the first question, he or she responded “Jewish American” (n = 68) or answered
on the second question that his or her religious identification was Jewish (n = 82). This
resulted in 84 participants being classified as Jewish. In addition, we added to that category
anyone who wrote an “other” response that included any part Jewish (e.g., “French/Russian
Jew,” “Half Jewish”) (n = 5). Using these decision rules, the sample for the current study
consists of 180 students who were classified as Arab American and 89 students who were
classified as Jewish American.

Ethnic identity—In addition to determining each participant's self-reported ethnicity, we
assessed each participant's “strength of ethnic identification” with his or her own ethnic
group. Participants completed the Multi-group Ethnic Identity Measure (MEIM; Phinney,
1992; Roberts, 1999). We used the 12-item form described by Roberts et al. (1999) that
assesses affirmation, belonging, and commitment (e.g., “I am happy that I am a member of
the group I belong to”) and ethnic identity search (e.g., “I have spent time trying to find out
more about my ethnic group, such as its history, traditions, and customs”). Each participant's
average score on the 12 items (coefficient alpha = .88) ranges from 1 to 4 with 4
representing the strongest identification with one's own ethnic group. A participant's “Ethnic
Identity” was then operationally defined as the product of his or her self-identified ethnicity
(-1 = Jewish American; +1 = Arab American) times the “strength of ethnic identification”
with his or her own ethnic group (1 to 4). Thus, a 4 on the resulting scale would indicate a
very strong identification as an Arab American and a -4 would indicate a very strong
identification as a Jewish American.

Media exposure to Israeli-Palestinian conflict—Three measures were taken: a) Total
media exposure to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict was measured using a single item: “How
often have you seen news stories or reports about the conflict between Israel and the
Palestinians?” b) Exposure to violence perpetrated by Palestinians was measured with 4
items (coefficient alpha = .82) (e.g., “How often have you seen video clips or photographs of
injured or dead Israelis on the ground because of a Palestinian attack?”); and c) Exposure to
violence perpetrated by Israelis was measured using the same 4 items worded to reflect
violence perpetrated by Israelis against Palestinians (coefficient alpha = .88). For all three
measures, participants responded along a 5-point scale ranging from 1 = never to 5 = almost
every day. The study took place in April of 2006. There were no incidents of flare-ups in the
ongoing Israeli-Palestinian conflict at the time that would have received particularly
heightened media attention. The Israeli-Lebanese conflict did take place a few months later
(July, 2006).

Identification with ethnic groups as portrayed in the media—Participants were
presented with four brief scenarios describing an act of ethnic-political violence, two
perpetrated by Israelis and two by Palestinians (e.g., “Suppose you saw this on television:
Israelis destroying the homes of Palestinians after telling the family to evacuate.”). For each
scenario, they were asked to rate how often they have “imagined” themselves in the role of
the perpetrator (“How often have you imagined what it would be like to be an Israeli in that
situation?”) and victim (“How often have you imagined what it would be like to be a
Palestinian in that situation?”) of the act (1 = never to 4 = many times). Thus, there were two
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items assessing identification with Israelis as perpetrators, two items assessing identification
with Israelis as victims, two items assessing identification with Palestinians as perpetrators,
and two items assessing the identification with Palestinians as victims. The correlation
between the identification with Israelis as perpetrators and identification with them as
victims was .66 and the correlation between identification with Palestinians as perpetrators
and as victims was .69. Because of these substantial intercorrelations, we used the average
of all four items about “imagining” oneself in the role of one protagonist group as the
measure of identifying with that group as portrayed in the media. Coefficient alpha for this
scale is the same (.86) within both ethnic groups.

Ethnic stereotypes—Self-report measures of ethnic attitudes have considerable
shortcomings. Such “explicit” measures are vulnerable to social desirability bias (Dovidio,
Kawakami, & Johnson, 1997), framing effects (Schwarz, 1999), self-presentation problems,
and general difficulties in the self-report of internal states (Greenwald et al., 2002; Kunda &
Spencer, 2003; Nisbett & Wilson, 1977). Consequently, we employed two computerized
implicit assessments of ethnic stereotypes: the Implicit Association Test (IAT; Greenwald &
Banaji, 1995; Greenwald, McGhee, & Schwarz, 1998) and the Weapons Identification Task
(WIT; Payne, 2001), as well as one explicit measure.

IAT assessment of “good-bad” stereotypes: For the IAT, the two target concepts were
Jewish and Arab ethnic groups. Our attribute dimensions were 25 “pleasant” words and 25
“unpleasant” words taken from the words used by Greenwald et al. (1998), e.g., love, peace,
loyal (positive) and crash, murder, evil (negative). The stimuli to be classified were names
that are characteristically Jewish and Arab, as determined in a pilot study of undergraduate
students following Greenwald et al.'s (1998) procedure (see also Greenwald, Nosek, &
Banaji, 2003). We followed the abbreviated procedures used by Karpinski and Hilton (2001)
consisting of 40 trials for the first, second, and fourth steps and 80 trials for the third and
fifth steps; each trial was comprised of a stimulus and a response and lasted about one
second. In each step, the first two trials were practice trials. In all other ways, we followed
the original Greenwald et al. (1998) procedures. The criterion measure indicating greater
negative affect toward Arabs than Jews was provided by the difference in mean response
time in Stage 5 (Arab and “unpleasant” paired on one key, Jewish and “pleasant” on the
other key) minus Stage 3 (where Arab and “pleasant” were paired on one key, Jewish and
“unpleasant” on the other).

WIT assessment of violent stereotypes: We also assessed implicit ethnic attitudes about
associations between ethnic groups and violence using Payne's (2001) weapons
identification task (WIT). In our version of the WIT, participants were exposed to one of
two priming stimuli (in this case, a Jewish name or an Arab name) and were then exposed to
masked photos that they were supposed to classify as tools or weapons. The extent to which
the prime increases the rate of false classifications of tools as weapons indicates how much
the category from which the name was drawn is associated with weapons. The prime was
presented for 200 msec; the picture immediately followed for 50 msec; and then a masking
stimulus was presented for 200 msec. Participants responded to 52 trials of each of the 4
types (Arab name – tool picture, Arab name-weapon picture, Jewish name – tool picture,
Jewish name – weapon picture) in counterbalanced order. In all elements of procedure and
timing, we followed Payne's (2001) protocol. The rate of false classifications of tools as
weapons when primed with Arab names, plus the rate of false classifications of weapons as
tools when primed with Jewish names, minus the rate of false classifications of tools as
weapons when primed with Jewish names, minus the rate of false classifications of weapons
as tools when primed with Arab names provided a criterion measure of bias toward
perceiving Arabs as more violent relative to Jews.
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Explicit stereotype measure: We used a semantic-differential approach (e.g., Bar-Tal &
Labin, 2001) to assess stereotypic perceptions of the typical Arab American teenager and the
typical Jewish American teenager on 4 traits presented on an 8-point semantic differential
scale with 8 at the negative end. The four semantic differential pairs were: friendly-
unfriendly; peaceful-violent; helpful-not helpful; nice-mean. Coefficient alphas averaged .
85.

Results
Descriptive Statistics

The means and standard deviations for the Jewish and Arab American adolescents’
demographic characteristics and the major study variables are shown in Table 1. The two
samples do not differ significantly in age or gender distribution. However, the Arab
American adolescents represent a more recent immigrant population and come from less
well educated families than do the Jewish American adolescents.

Ethnic Group Differences in Ethnic Stereotypes
Table 1 shows that, as expected, both Jewish and Arab American adolescents have
significantly more negative stereotypes and attitudes toward the out-group compared to
attitudes toward their own group. This is true regardless of whether negative stereotyping is
measured with the IAT (Implicit Association Test) and WIT (Weapons Identification Task)
implicit measures of negative stereotyping or with the explicit stereotype measures. These
differences between the groups are illustrated in the three panels of Figure 1. In the left
panel, on the IAT, Jewish American adolescents displayed significantly more rapid negative
evaluations of Arab Americans relative to Jewish Americans than did Arab American youth
(and vice-versa for Arab American adolescents). In the center panel, on the WIT, Jewish
American adolescents made significantly more errors revealing violent stereotypes about
Arabs relative to Jews than did Arab American adolescents (and vice-versa for Arab
American adolescents), though the effect was not nearly as strong as for the IAT. The right
hand panel of the figure shows that the scores on the explicit measure of negative
stereotypes mirrored these differences on the implicit measures with each adolescent sample
displaying significantly more negative attitudes about the other ethnic group compared to
their own group.

These mean differences suggest that the IAT may be the best measure of stereotyping for
these data. The inter-correlations (not tabled) of these four measures of negative
stereotyping also suggest that the IAT is the best single measure to use in our analyses. It
correlates significantly positively with explicit negative stereotyping of Arab Americans (r
= .31, p < .001) and significantly negatively with explicit negative stereotyping of Jewish
Americans (r = -.32, p < .001). The WIT stereotyping scores, in addition to discriminating
less well than the IAT between the Jewish and Arab adolescents, correlate only modestly in
the expected direction with explicit negative stereotyping of Arab Americans (r = .16, p < .
05) and not at all with explicit negative stereotyping of Jewish Americans. The WIT also
does not correlate significantly with the IAT (r = .07). Finally, the two explicit measures did
not correlate at all with each other. Given these results, we decided to use the IAT in
subsequent analyses as our primary measure of Anti-Arab American/Pro-Jewish American
stereotyping.

Ethnic Group Differences in Exposure to and Interpretations of Media Reports of the
Israeli-Palestinian Conflict

We predicted that individuals’ interpretations of the violence they see in media coverage of
the Israeli-Palestinian conflict and their identification with the participants in those scenes
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are adjusted through their lens of ethnicity. The means in Table 1 show that Jewish and Arab
American adolescents reported about the same overall media exposure to the Israeli-
Palestinian conflict (i.e., approximately “often” but less than “every day”). However, at the
same time, the means in Table 1 show that Arab American adolescents perceived more
instances of Israelis perpetrating the violence and Jewish American adolescents perceived
more instances of Palestinians perpetrating violence. In addition, as expected, Jewish
American adolescents reported higher levels of identification with Israelis as they were
portrayed in the media, and Arab American adolescents reported higher levels of
identification with Palestinians as they were portrayed in the media. This pattern of results is
diagrammed in the two panels of Figure 2. The left panel shows that whereas the two
samples of youth reported the same total exposure to news about the conflict, Jewish
American youth reported seeing significantly more violence perpetrated by Palestinians in
the mass media and Arab American youth reported seeing significantly more violence
perpetrated by Israelis.

We note that this pattern of results could be a consequence of differential viewing of media
images about the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, but given the small variation in the USA
media's presentation of stories about the conflict and the equality of total exposure for the
groups, it seems likely that the differences also reflect the different interpretations that youth
of the two different ethnic groups give to the same images. In support of this view, we found
no significant difference in the two groups’ self-reported “watching local TV news” (t (267)
= 0.55, ns), “watching national TV news” (t (267) = 0.68, ns), “listening to news on the
radio,” (t (267) = 0.19, ns), or “looking at news on the internet” (t (266) = 0.87, ns). Also,
consistent with the view that the different populations interpret what they see differently, the
right panel of Figure 2 shows that on the average Jewish American adolescents are much
more likely to “identify with” (‘imagine what it would be like to be...’) the Israelis they see
portrayed in scenes of the conflict, while Arab Americans adolescents are more likely to
identify with the Palestinians they see portrayed.

The Relation of Exposure and Reactions to Media Reports of the Israeli-Palestinian
Conflict to Negative Stereotypes about American Ethnic Groups

Table 2 shows the intercorrelations between the exposure of the adolescents to media
displays of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, their ethnic identity, and their ethnic stereotypes.
First, there is no significant relation between total reported media exposure to the Israeli-
Palestinian conflict and our participants’ ethnic identity or ethnic stereotypes. Greater total
media exposure to the conflict only predicts greater reported exposure to violence
perpetrated by both sides and greater identification with both sides as they are portrayed in
the media. In turn, these two media exposure variables are significantly related to the
stereotypes the adolescent holds. Those who report seeing more war violence perpetrated by
Israelis (r = -.34, p < .001) and who identify more with Palestinians as they are portrayed in
the media (r = -.29, p < .001) have less negative ethnic stereotypes about Arab Americans.
Those who report seeing more war violence perpetrated by Palestinians (r = .28, p < .001)
and who identify more with Israelis as they are portrayed in the media (r = .40, p < .001)
have more negative ethnic stereotypes about Arab Americans.

These two media variables, identification with protagonists as portrayed in the media and
perception of the amount of violence committed by a group as portrayed in the media, are
also significantly inter-correlated. Table 2 shows that self-reported exposure to violence
perpetrated by Palestinians is correlated with identifying with Israelis in the media (r = .34, p
< .001), and self-reported exposure to violence perpetrated by Israelis is correlated with
identifying with Palestinians in the media (r = .47, p < .001). One might think that these
intercorrelations are simply due to their common relations to ethnic identity. However, this
is contradicted by the finding that the correlations between identifying with the portrayal of
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a group in the media and the perception that the other group perpetrates violence are positive
and significant within each ethnic group. Exposure to war violence perceived to be
perpetrated by Palestinians is correlated .22 (p < .01) with identification with Israelis in the
media for Arab American youth and .31 (p < .001) for Jewish American youth. Similarly,
exposure to war violence perceived to be perpetrated by Israelis is correlated .42 (p < .001)
with identification with Palestinians as portrayed in the media for Arab American youth
and .30 (p < .01) for Jewish American youth. Recall that in this study, “identification with
media portrayals” means “thinking about what it would be like to be in that portrayed
situation.” In both groups of American youth, some youth appear to be generally more
empathic and to identify with protagonists much more, regardless of who is being portrayed,
and some youth do it much less. Consequently, as also seen in Table 2, identification with
Palestinians as portrayed in the media and identification with Israelis as portrayed in the
media were positively and significantly correlated (r = .22, p < .001), despite being
differentially related to ethnic identity (-.45 and +.33).

This pattern of correlations, along with the group differences shown in Table 1 and Figures
1 and 2 suggest that ethnic identity is influencing ethnic stereotyping, media exposure and
interpretations, and identification with groups as portrayed in the media, but that ethnic
identity is not completely accounting for the relations between them. Indeed, our theory is
that media reports of war are processed through the “lens of ethnicity.” In particular, we
hypothesize that the pattern of relations in Table 2 could be produced by a causal model in
which a stronger ethnic identity in an adolescent when coupled with increased media
exposure to the portrayal of their related ethnic group in war situations leads to a stronger
identification with their ethnic group as it is portrayed in the media, which in turn leads to
increased negative stereotypes about opposition ethnic groups and increased perceptions that
violence is being perpetrated by the opposition group. To test the plausibility of this
theoretical explanation, we constructed a structural equation model consistent with this
theory and examined whether it could account for the observed correlations in Table 2.

A Model Relating Ethnic Identity, Media Exposure to the Israeli-Palestinian Conflict,
Identification with the Protagonists, and Stereotypes about Domestic Ethnic Groups

The model we tested is shown in Figure 3. Our theory, as elaborated in this diagram,
specifies that the relations between identification with Palestinians, perceptions of
Palestinians in the media, and stereotypes about Arab Americans should be symmetrical to
the relations between identification with Israelis, perceptions of Israelis in the media, and
stereotypes about Jewish Americans; so we constrained these paths in the model to be
symmetrical. We cannot include ethnicity/ethnic identity in the model and at the same time
estimate separate models for the two groups; so we examined whether a single group model
could explain all the relations adequately. We estimated the parameters of this model using
full-information maximum-likelihood estimation and found that the resulting model
explained the observed data in Table 2 extremely well by typical standards for goodness-of-
fit of such models (χ2(5) = 2.50, p > .77, CFI = 1, RMSEA = 0, AIC = 62.6). All paths
included in the model are shown in the figure with the few non-significant paths indicated
by dashed lines.

The model is consistent with the theory that ethnic identity directly influences negative
stereotypes about other ethnic groups (b = -.57), directly influences with which ethnic group
one identifies in the media presentations (b = .31 and -.43), and directly influences what one
“sees” in media displays of the war – that is, it influences the amount of violence one
perceives as perpetrated by either ethnic group (b = .38 and -.24). However, independent of
this ethnic identity effect, exposure to scenes of war violence influences stereotypes
indirectly by increasing the identifications with the protagonists that result from exposure (b
= .28 and .10). The model suggests that greater identification with either ethnic group as it is
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portrayed in the media reports of the war then stimulates more positive implicit stereotypes
about that group and/or more negative implicit stereotypes about the other group.
Specifically, independently of an adolescent's ethnicity and strength of ethnic identity, the
more an adolescent identifies with Palestinians in media reports of the conflict, the more
negative the adolescent's stereotypes become about Jewish Americans relative to Arab
Americans (b = -.14). The more an adolescent identifies with Israelis in media reports of the
conflict, the more negative the adolescent's stereotypes become about Arab Americans
relative to Jewish Americans (b = .15). This is true regardless of the ethnic group to which
the American youth belongs.

This model also shows that identification with those depicted in the media influences what
an adolescent “sees” about the war in the mass media. Regardless of one's ethnic identity,
those who identify more with Israelis in the media presentations “see” more violence
committed by Palestinians (b = .18), and those who identify more with Palestinians in the
media presentations “see” more violence committed by Israelis (b = .17). However, the two
identification scores are not mutually exclusive (r = .22, p < .05, in Table 1). The model
accounts for this correlation by hypothesizing that identification with protagonists in the
media portrayals is not only affected by total exposure and ethnicity but by individual
differences in a tendency to empathize with protagonists. While that name is arbitrary, the
existence of an individual difference that produces the correlation is not.

Because our data are cross-sectional and non-experimental, there is no a priori causal
ordering that could be specified for many measures. For example, the causal paths between
identification with the portrayed ethnic groups and negative stereotyping about the ethnic
groups might plausibly be reversed. Consequently, we compared the model in Figure 3 with
all plausible variations that could be constructed by reversing paths. For example, we
reversed the paths between stereotypes andidentification. However, no reversed path model
fit as well as the model in Figure 3. No other model had a less significant χ2, a lower CFI, a
lower RMSEA, or a lower AIC value.

Another plausible variation of the model in Figure 3 would be one in which ethnic identity
moderated the effects of exposure to violence on identification with protagonists in the
media, on perceptions of who perpetrates the violence, and on ethnic stereotypes. However,
the model with these effects added did not improve in fit significantly – in fact, it fit worse
than the model shown in Figure 3 (χ2 (5) = 2.97, AIC = 80.97).

We also tested to see if adding the educational level of the parents or the generational level
for which the participant had been in the USA as covariates would change the model.
Because the Jewish American participants come from families that have been in the USA
longer and have more education, both covariates are highly correlated with ethnic identity in
the resulting model (-.66 for parent education and -.84 for generations in the USA), but
worsen the fit of the model, and do not change the structural parameters significantly (for
parent's education, χ2 (5) = 2.81, AIC = 80.8; for generations in the USA, χ2 (5) = 3.64,
AIC = 81.6). Finally, we tested to see if including gender or age in the model would change
the model. Adding them as covariates that predicted every other variable except ethnic
identity did not change or improve the model significantly; in fact, in both cases adding
them slightly worsened the fit measures for the models (for gender, χ2 difference = +2.34,
df = 1, AIC = 80.9; for age, χ2 difference = +2.05, df = 1, AIC = 80.5). Consequently, we
conclude that the model in Figure 3 is the best fitting model to represent the relations among
our variables of interest.
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Discussion
This study was based on the theory that adolescents view scenes of violent ethnic conflicts
in the mass media through the lens of their own ethnicity and ethnic identity, and that the
resulting social-cognitive reactions to the scenes influence their negative stereotypes about
similar ethnic groups in their own country. We interviewed a sample of Jewish and Arab
American high school students to test several hypotheses. First, we found that Jewish
American and Arab American students indeed held more negative stereotypes (using
implicit and explicit measures of stereotypes) about the out-group than about their own in-
group. Second, although Jewish and Arab American adolescents reported about the same
overall media exposure to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, Arab American adolescents
perceived more instances of Israelis perpetrating the violence and Jewish American
adolescents perceived more instances of Palestinians perpetrating violence. In addition,
Jewish American adolescents reported higher levels of identification with Israelis as they
were portrayed in the media, and Arab American adolescents reported higher levels of
identification with Palestinians as they were portrayed in the media. However this effect
appears to be moderated in each ethnic group by a tendency of individuals who empathically
identify with one group as they are portrayed in the media to also empathically identify with
the other group. Finally, we found that beyond the effects of ethnic identity, the degree to
which adolescents identified with Israelis and Palestinians in the media was a key variable
linking exposure to media depictions of the conflict and the implicit ethnic stereotypes they
displayed about Jewish Americans and Arab Americans.

Through The Lens of Ethnicity: Ethnic Stereotypes and Exposure to and Interpretations of
Media Depictions of the Israeli-Palestinian Conflict

Not surprisingly, we found that Jewish American and Arab American adolescents reported
more negative stereotypes about their opposing ethnic group than about their own group.
This was predicted based on social identity theory and self-categorization theory (Tajfel &
Turner, 1986; Turner et al., 1987). Thus, simply identifying oneself as a member of one
ethnic group was associated with a positive in-group bias in comparison to one's orientation
toward the out-group. We also found that although Arab and Jewish American youth
reported watching about the same amount of news, and from the same general sources (e.g.,
newspapers, internet), Arab Americans “see” more instances of Israelis perpetrating
violence and Jewish Americans “see” more instances of Palestinians perpetrating violence.
It is possible that these results are due to viewing differences between the groups. Perhaps
the two ethnic groups sought out media outlets that were more consistent with their ethnic
perspectives and needs for ethnic affirmation (Croucher et al., 2010; Kira et al., 2008). At
the same time, it is equally possible that the differences between groups in what they “see”
in the media portrayals are due to perceptual differences in line with social identity theory
(Tajfel & Turner, 1986). That is, media portrayals of the conflict likely stimulate individuals
to interpret those events and act in accordance with their corresponding social identity, in
this case, with the in-group with which they identify (see Shamir & Shikaki, 2002). Future
research should include a more detailed assessment of the content of the war exposure of
each ethnic group (e.g., specific cable TV networks and internet sites) to assess whether the
results are due to viewing or perceptual differences.

Interestingly, though we observed mediated effects of exposure to media portrayals of the
Israeli-Palestinian conflict on negative stereotypes (discussed below), we did not find direct
effects of total exposure. This is in contrast to some previous research that has documented
effects of televised ethnic and political conflict and violence. For example, Nisbet, Nisbet,
Scheufele, and Shanahan (2004) found amount of exposure to television news to be related
to anti-American sentiments in Muslim countries. Lett, DiPietro, and Johnson (2004)
observed that amount of television news viewing subsequent to the 9/11/2001 attacks was
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linked to college students’ negativity towards Islamic peers. However, these studies
examined fairly culturally homogenous samples. Still in retrospect, we might not have
applied a nuanced enough assessment of media exposure in this study, especially given
recent research suggesting that different channels of exposure (e.g., television, internet,
newspapers) produce different effects on outcomes (McFaul, Boxer, & Terranova, 2008). A
study using observational or media diary approaches to evaluating exposure would be an
important addition to this current study.

Greater total exposure to media displays of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, however, did
predict greater reported exposure to violence perpetrated by both sides and greater
identification with both sides as they are portrayed in the media. In turn, these two media
exposure variables predicted the stereotypes the adolescent holds. Although this
correlational study could not provide a strong test of causal relations, these results are
consistent with an integrated view of social identity theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1986) and
modern social-cognitive information processing perspectives on observational learning (e.g.,
Huesmann, 1988, 1998; Huesmann et al., 2003). That is, we expected that exposure to media
portrayals of this ethnic conflict would be linked to relevant ethnic stereotypes principally as
the function of one's ethnic identification, which serve as a guide to what he or she
perceives. In other words, ethnic stereotypes (i.e., one aspect of general social-cognitive
schemas) would be evident as the sum of ethnic identification (a salient personal
characteristic) and exposure to media portrayals of ethnic conflict (a key socialization
influence).

The Role of Identification with Protagonists
Our analyses suggest that identification with protagonists in the media portrayals of the
Israeli-Palestinian conflict is a key variable that contributes above and beyond ethnicity/
ethnic identity both to the perceptions adolescents report about what they “see” in media
portrayals of the war and to their ethnic stereotypes about congruent ethnic groups in the
USA. The best fitting structural model linking these variables is consistent with this view.
That is, independent of ethnic identity, more exposure to scenes of war violence leads to
greater identification with media portrayals of one group or the other in the war (e.g.,
Palestinians or Israelis), which in turn leads to “seeing” more violence perpetrated by the
less-identified-with group and, most importantly, to holding more positive stereotypes about
the more-identified-with congruent ethnic group (e.g., Arab Americans or Jewish
Americans) and more negative stereotypes about the other ethnic group.

Thus, the results of this study are consistent with the importance of identification, and in
particular, identification with media protagonists, in understanding the impact of media on
the formation of attitudes, stereotypes, and behaviors. Huesmann and colleagues have
demonstrated that children's identification with aggressive actors in television programs
relates to their tendencies to fantasize about aggressive acts, and accounts significantly for
their aggressive behaviors concurrently and as young adults (Huesmann & Eron, 1986;
Huesmann et al., 2003). Identification with actors in media portrayals thus can serve to
exacerbate the effect of media content on the consumer of that content, and consequently
plays a key role in the media's socialization of various outcomes (see Dubow et al., 2007, for
review). In the current study, we have shown that adolescents’ tendencies to identify with
actors on one side in a real-world conflict significantly relate to their stereotypes about
individuals linked ethnically to actors on the other side of the conflict, all in the context of
viewing media portrayals of the conflict. By so doing, we also have provided new evidence
of the important role of the news media in shaping ethnic stereotypes.
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Limitations and Conclusions
A limitation of the present study was the cross-sectional, correlational design. We cannot
draw causal conclusions regarding the direction of effect among the variables. For example,
it could well be that attitudes toward one's own and other ethnic groups, and negative
stereotypes toward other ethnic groups, lead individuals to seek out specific kinds of ethnic-
relevant media portrayals (Croucher et al., 2010). Although we did test such alternative
models and they did not fit as well as the model we hypothesized, we acknowledge that
longitudinal and experimental designs are necessary to confirm the direction of causality.
Also, further research should utilize a more nuanced measurement strategy for exposure to
ethnic-political violence, both in terms of assessing the content of the media portrayals (e.g.,
analysis of the political ideology presented in the specific portrayals) as well as the
methodology (e.g., media diary approaches rather than close-ended questions about
frequency of exposure). Finally, the fact that the Arab American adolescents came from
families that were less well educated and more recently immigrated than the Jewish
American families could be viewed as a limitation. However, in many respects this makes
the similarities of the findings between the two groups all the more remarkable; for example,
both groups reported similar levels of exposure to news coverage in the media, and within
both groups, the relation between exposure to war violence perpetrated by one group was
correlated positively with identification with the other group in media portrayals of the
conflict.

Despite its limitations, our results add credence to the coupling of social identity theory and
social cognitive theory that we have proposed to explain the influence on adolescents of
media portrayals of ethnically relevant foreign conflicts. These portrayals, as seen through
the lens of their own ethnicity and tendencies to identify with protagonists, do influence
adolescents’ beliefs (stereotypes) about related ethnic groups in their own environment. A
clear implication of the results, and the theory offered to explain the results, is that news
organizations’ manipulation of foreign war reports to promote viewers’ identification with
one portrayed foreign group over another is not only likely to lead to differential attitudes
about those foreign groups, but also to differential positive and negative stereotyping of
related ethnic groups by young viewers in this country.
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Figure 1.
Mean ethnic stereotypes of Jewish American students (n = 89) and Arab American students
(n = 180). The left panel shows implicit mean “negative vs. positive” stereotypes about Arab
Americans relative to Jewish Americans measured by the Implicit Association Test and
implicit mean “violent vs. non-violent” stereotypes about Arab Americans relative to Jewish
Americans measured by the Weapons Identification Task. The right panel shows explicitly
reported mean “negative vs. positive” stereotypes for Arab Americans and Jewish
Americans.
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Figure 2.
Mean scores on exposure and reactions to media presentations on the Israeli-Palestinian
conflict for Jewish American students (n = 89) and Arab American students (n=180). The
left panel shows the mean exposure to media presentations about the Israeli-Palestinian
conflict. The right panel shows the mean identification of the observer with Israelis and
Palestinians as portrayed in the media.
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Figure 3.
The best-fitting structural equation model relating implicit negative stereotypes about Arab
Americans (or positive about Jewish Americans) to the participant's ethnic identity, total
media exposure to Israeli-Palestinian conflict in the media, and interpretations of the
observed violence (who is perpetrating it and with whom one identifies). All path
coefficients are standardized with * for p < .05, ** for p < .01, and *** for p < .001. Paths
that were included in the model but were not significant are denoted with dashed lines. All
possible alternative directional path models for the relations between perceived exposure,
identification, and the IAT score were tested, and none fit as well.
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Table 1

Means and Standard Deviations on the Major Study Variables and Demographic Characteristics for the Jewish
American and Arab American Samples

Variable Jewish Americans (N
= 89) Mean (SD)

Arab Americans (N =
180) Mean (SD)

t-value

Gender (% male) 43% 53% 1.52

Age in years 15.8 16.1 1.49

Generations born in USA (0 = none to 7 = self & both parents, & both
grandparents)

5.34 (2.15) .75 (.77)
25.4

***

Parents’ educational level (2 = HS graduate to 4 = college graduate, 5 =
postgrad)

4.22 (.74) 2.28 (1.19)
15.9

***

Frequency of media exposure to Israeli-Palestinian conflict (1 = never to 5 =
almost every day)

3.86 (.93) 3.78 (1.26) 0.57

Frequency of media exposure to violence perpetrated by Palestinians (1 =
never to 5 = almost every day)

3.24 (.83) 2.59 (1.00)
5.35

***

Frequency of media exposure to violence perpetrated by Israelis (1 = never to
5 = almost every day)

2.35 (.80) 3.41 (1.18)
7.60

***

Self-reported identification with Israelis as portrayed in media (1 = never to 4
= many times)

2.55 (.90) 1.69 (.79)
8.07

***

Self-reported identification with Palestinians as portrayed in media (1 = never
to 4 = many times)

1.91 (.83) 2.57 (.98)
5.76

***

Implicit ethnic stereotype: IAT RT in msec (High = Anti-Arab Amer or Pro-
Jewish Amer)

268.46 (191.14) -279.01 (308.19)
14.8

***

Implicit ethnic stereotype: WIT error rate (High = Viol Arab Amer or Non-
Viol Jewish Amer)

9.36% (32.8) 0.49% (36.1)
2.14

*

Explicitly reported negative stereotype about Arab American youth (1 =
positive, 8 = negative)

3.99 (1.38) 2.75 (1.45)
6.73

***

Explicitly reported negative stereotype about Jewish American youth (1 =
positive, 8 = negative)

2.81 (1.14) 4.12 (1.93)
6.96

***

+p < .10.

**p < .01

*
p < .05.

***
p<.001.
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