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YOUTH 2 YOUTH:  

CHANGING PALESTINIAN-AMERICAN IMAGES AND STEREOTYPES  
THROUGH ONLINE SOCIAL NETWORKS 

 

Saleem Alhabash 

Dr. Fritz Cropp, Thesis Committee Chair 

ABSTRACT 

Throughout the past few years, the perceived images and stereotypes of 

Palestinians and Americans have worsened as a result of a variety of political dynamics 

and policies related to both the United States and the Middle East. Mass media, 

corresponding to these changes, adopted certain frames, which has contributed to the 

cultivation of these images and stereotypes. As the world is witnessing a technological 

revolution in the field of communication, that is reshaping our communities, 

sociopolitical and economic process, this study aimed at investigating the influence of 

online social networking on the way American and Palestinian youth perceived each 

other. Furthermore, the study also investigated the influence of online social networking 

on young people’s level of interaction, psychosocial well-being and social capital, within 

the framework of controlled online social networking among youth from two different 

national groups.  

The study utilized an online field experiment design to examine how online social 

networking can influence images, stereotypes, level of interaction, psychosocial well-

being and social capital of Palestinian and American youth. The results indicated that as a 

result of the online interaction, participants’ perceived images and stereotypes were 

positively influenced, as well as positive relationships were developed amongst them. In 



 ix 

addition, online social networking also positively influenced the participants’ 

psychosocial well-being and social capital. The results were discussed within the 

framework of the role online social networking and the Internet can play in bridging the 

gap between cultures and mobilizing grassroots efforts in people-to-people public 

diplomacy. Future research is highly needed in this area, through which slightly altered 

methodologies can be used to further the knowledge about online social networking in an 

international perspective.  

 

Keywords: Palestinian, American, youth, online social networking, image, stereotype, 

level of interaction, psychosocial well-being, social capital, and public diplomacy.  
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 
 

 

 

The day after the attacks of September 11, 2001, the world changed; it looked 

different, and people started perceiving each other through different lenses. That 

atrocious incident has become hallmark of a new era in international politics, which can 

be generally described through overlooking the growing gap between different 

ideologies, values, and political endeavors; between the modernized West, and the 

underdeveloped East; between Christianity and Islam; and between the U.S. and the 

Middle East. Media have played a major role in acknowledging, and maybe widening, 

these gaps.  

As the tragedy took place, media attention has shifted towards the coverage of this 

macro event and its implications. Terrorism, probably for the first time, struck the United 

States on its soil during the 9/11 attacks. This led to a confused role of the media; 

whether they should adopt the salient policy issues and frames, or present a balanced 

mode of coverage – and/or become a mouthpiece for terrorists (Gregerson, 2003; 

O’Heffernan, 2007).  

As Palestinians and Arabs are negatively portrayed by news media, Hollywood 

movies and fiction literature, the ingrained image in the minds of average Americans is 

thought to be heavily stereotypical (Sabbagh, 1990; Shaheen, 2003; Said, 1978; Said 

2001). Such an image did not progress after 9/11, but rather went form bad to worse. On 

the other hand, the image of Americans has severely declined in the Arab world, due to 

the invasion of Iraq and the continuous support of the state of Israel (Nye, 2004).  
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As the media enhance such images and stereotypes, new platforms of 

communication pose potential for change. The Internet has been growing at an 

unstoppable pace, with a huge number of users worldwide (Internet World Stats, 2007a). 

The new advances in technology, Norris (2001) explains, are inducing change in the way 

people communicate, participate in the society and politics, and even reformulate 

democracy. Online social networking is thought to impact individuals through the 

creation of virtual communities with strong ties and high levels of trust amongst its 

members (Wellman, 1996; Wellman, 1997).  

This study was set to explore how online social networking can influence 

perceived images and stereotypes of Palestinians and Americans. As the Internet has 

vastly grown in usage and penetration over the past few decades, it is thought that it 

influences individuals on the political (Norris, 2001), social (Wellman, 1999), and 

personal levels (Ellison et al., 2007). The effects of the Internet, as a medium of 

communication, have been studied throughout the scope of interaction (building 

relationships, trust, support, intimacy, companionship, closeness and multiplexity), 

psychosocial wellbeing (self-esteem and satisfaction with life), social capital (bridging, 

bonding and maintained social capital), and the improvement of negative images and 

stereotypes (Ellison, 2007; Izumi & Hammonds, 2007; Petróczi et al., 2007). Through an 

online field experiment, the researcher investigated whether interacting virtually, via a 

closed Facebook group, can positively influence the way Palestinian and American youth 

think about and perceive each other, in addition to having an effect on their level of 

interaction, psychosocial well-being, and social capital.  



 3 

The results showed a positive influence of the online interaction through 

Facebook on the images and stereotypes perceived by American and Palestinian youth. It 

was also illustrated that participants were able to develop positive relationships and show 

signs of companionship and closeness towards their counterparts from the opposite 

national group throughout their interaction via the closed Facebook group. The results 

also suggest that online social networking positively influenced the participants’ 

psychosocial well-being and social capital. Finally, the results indicate that the 

participants perceived social capital more positively when it was measured on an offline 

basis, meaning with regards to their actual communities, when compared with online 

social capital, which was related to the emergence of a virtual community from the 

Facebook group.   
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW 
 

 

 

The study aims at understanding how online social networking through a closed 

Facebook group, can influence Palestinian and American youth perceptions, images and 

stereotypes of each other. In addition, the effects on their level of interaction, 

psychosocial well-being, and social capital were examined within the framework of 

online social networking. The study builds upon previous literature, as this literature 

review is split into four major sections. The first section focuses on images and 

stereotypes of Palestinians and Americans, and explores the different elements that have 

contributed to the emergence of such stereotypical images, such as the influence of mass 

media, the political dynamics between the United States and the Middle East, among 

others. The second part of the literature review focuses on the Internet and online social 

networking. The third section focuses on social capital and psychosocial well-being, 

while exploring how online social networking can influence them. The fourth section is 

dedicated to Facebook; its historical background, uses influence on the youth generation. 

In the fifth section of the literature review, the researcher, based on the reviewed theories 

and concepts, outlines the research agenda and identifies the research hypotheses.   

 

Images and Stereotypes 

Hilton and Hippel (1996) study the concept of ‘stereotype’. Building on various 

definitions, they define stereotypes as “beliefs about the characteristics, attributes, and 

behaviors of members of a certain group” (p. 239). They further explain that stereotypes 
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are not only beliefs, but also, theories that describe the way of and the reason for the 

emergence of such perceptions. As many scholars argued that stereotypes are hard to 

change, Monteith et al. (1998) disagree by arguing that due to the fact that they are 

“easily activated and applied in the context of social judgment and behavior” (p. 63), 

change could be observed through suppression of these stereotypes. As the process of 

suppressing stereotypes might influence their elimination, negative aspects of suppression 

might hinder the process of change, itself.  

Generally speaking, stereotypes reflect both cognitive and motivational processes, 

as they serve to simplify the process of understanding the ‘other’ by the person/group 

holding the stereotype, which makes the process easier through relying on “previously 

stored knowledge” (Hilton & Hippel, 1996, p. 238). Furthermore, the authors argue that 

stereotypes emerge “in response to environmental factors, such as different social roles, 

group conflicts, and differences in power, […] as a way of justifying the status quo, […] 

and in response to a need for social identity” (Hilton & Hippel, 1996: p. 238). The 

formation of stereotypes, the authors explain, is caused by various reasons, one of which 

is generalization. Let’s take group X for example, where members of that group observe a 

certain behavior of a single member or a few members from group Y. Stereotyping 

means that members from group X generalize that behavior to all members of group Y. 

Other reasons include: making individual judgments, erroneous or “illusory” detection, 

and the lack of acceptance to the attributes of out-group members (pp. 244-248).  

Stereotyping Palestinians! 

In 1978, Edward Said presented his revolutionary work of Orientalism, which is 

the “manner of regularized (or Orientalized) writing, vision, and study, dominated by 
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imperatives, perspectives, and ideological biases ostensibly suited to the Orient” (p. 202). 

His new conceptualization became a benchmark for the study of cross-cultural 

stereotyping of the Islamic East, which analyzed how literature, the news media, and 

Hollywood movies negatively portrayed people from the Orient, but further explained 

that Orientalists studied the Orient in a somewhat imperialist and narrow vision (Said, 

1978). For example, Shaheen (2003) analyzed 900 Hollywood movies to find out that the 

image of Arabs is consistently negative: 

When colleagues ask whether today’s reel Arabs are more stereotypical 

than yesteryear’s, I can’t say the celluloid Arab has changed. That is the 

problem. He is what he has always been – the cultural “other.” Seen 

through Hollywood’s distorted lenses, Arabs look different and 

threatening. […] What is an Arab? In countless films, Hollywood alleges 

the answer: Arabs are brutal murderers, sleazy rapists, religious fanatics, 

oil-rich dimwits, and abusers of women. […] Pause and visualize the reel 

Arab. What do you see? Black beard, headdress, dark sunglasses. In the 

background – a limousine, harem maidens, oil wells, camels. Or perhaps 

he is brandishing an automatic weapon, crazy hate in his eyes and Allah 

on his lips. Can you see him? (Shaheen, 2003: p. 172). 

 
Sabbagh (1990) agrees with Shaheen that many of the negative images in 

portraying Arabs are still persistent in various types of media: “a camel jockey, a 

terrorist, or a filthy rich sheikh […] or a sex maniac” (p. 6). Yet, she argues that due to 

the influence of the civil rights movement in the United States of America, and the 

growing attention and sensitivity given to ethnic stereotyping, some of these stereotypes 
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are identified on a larger scale. She goes further by explaining how the biases of news 

media contribute to these negative images, where journalists – restricted by time 

pressures – employ stereotypical images in their coverage.  

With regards to Palestinians, their images are not different from how Arabs and 

Muslims are portrayed. Their images are vastly distorted and dehumanized. Whether in 

films or in the news media, they are portrayed as terrorists, uncivilized, non-existent prior 

to the formation of the state of Israel, and have the constant motive of destroying Israel 

(Sabbagh, 1990; Shaheen, 2003). Furthermore, Sabbagh (1990) explains that throughout 

a number of popular fiction novels, the image of Palestinians is frequently described as 

“dirty, vindictive, deceptive, and given to all kinds of sexual excesses and violence” (p. 

8). Edward Said agrees in his Al-Ahram Weekly’s article (published the week of 9/11), 

and adds that most Americans recognize the right of Palestinians to have their own 

independent state, yet the images of Palestinians,  

…seem to be that they are uncompromising, aggressive, and “alien,” that 

is, not like “us.” Even when asked about the stone-throwing young people, 

whom we believe are Davids fighting against Goliath, most Americans see 

aggression rather than heroism. Americans still blame the Palestinians for 

obstructing the peace process, Camp David most particularly. Suicide 

bombing is viewed as “inhuman” and is condemned universally. (Said, 

2001) 

Media: Image, Frame, or Stereotype-Maker? 

What is evident from previous research is that the image of Palestinians is not 

only limited to the Palestinian-Israeli conflict, but also, is part of the overall negative 
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images and stereotypes of Arabs and Muslims. Throughout the past century, development 

of mass media research has given scholars tools to analyze how media affect and 

influence public opinion. Contemporary media effects studies utilize theories of agenda 

setting and framing to understand the role media have in image formulation, influence on 

public opinion and attitudes, and even the effect of media on individual political 

(electoral) decisions. Within the perspective of this study, the conceptualization of 

agenda setting and framing are important to answer the question ‘why’ the present 

images of Muslims, Arabs and Palestinians have emerged as a result of mass media 

coverage. Conversely, such an understanding is vital to explore the role Arab media have 

in formulating the images and perceptions of Americans.  

Throughout the past four decades, mass communication research took a turn 

towards studying media effects empirically. McCombs and Shaw (1972) have postulated 

that the role of media in politics is characterized by their influence on individual attention 

to certain issues, as it is widely known as the agenda-setting role of mass media.  This 

effect is understood through analyzing the relationships between media, policy-makers, 

and public opinion (Brosius & Weinman, 1996). Cohen (1963) postulated that “the press 

may not be successful much of the time in telling people what to think, but it is 

stunningly successful in telling its readers what to think about” (p. 120). However, some 

scholars have argued that due to political changes, media, sometimes, do tell people what 

to think (Wanta, 2004). As media are influenced by power and money (Herman & 

Chomsky, 1988), as well the journalists’ reliance on public officials for their sources, 

standards of objectivity in reporting are hindered (Herring & Robinson, 2003, p. 558). 

Other scholars claim that the lack of objectivity in reporting news – especially foreign 
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affairs – is due to the fact that journalists tend to frame the news through selectivity, 

which later results in the ‘social construction of reality’ (Entman, 2007; Nelson et al., 

1997; Scheufele, 1999).  

Scheufele (1999) explicates that media frame issues through selection and 

salience, creating a fait accompli situation for members of the public opinion, where the 

issues and how they are reported become reflection of the social norm. Gamson et al. 

(1992), in their explication of image, argue that media construct reality and “meaning in 

ways that go beyond media imagery” (p. 373), and that people start to have shared and 

fragmented frames, where the meaning becomes generalizable and stereotypical.   

‘Clash of Civilization?’  

Samuel P. Huntington in 1993 published the ‘Clash of Civilizations?’ article, 

through which he hypothesized that the world would go into a conflict between 

civilizations (Huntington, 1993). Following the September 11, 2001 attacks, U.S. media 

have adopted the clash of civilizations paradigm in an attempt to analyze and cover the 

attacks and the growing terrorism threat (Abrahamian, 2003). Norris et al. (2003) 

describe what has happened in the media as a cultural shift, which was not only evident 

in covering U.S. related events, but further, in interpreting various events related to 

violence worldwide. As such, the ten largest newspapers in the United States adopted the 

‘war on terrorism’ frame through utilizing President Bush’s view of the world as ‘polar 

opposites’ (Ryan, 2004).  

Media framing of Palestinians is related to the political and economic dynamics of 

foreign policy of Middle Eastern countries and the United States. For example, between 

1984 and 1998, more negative frames were adopted before the endorsement of the Oslo 
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Peace Process1 and during the first Intifada2. After the ‘realization of peace’, the frames 

shifted towards more positive portrayals (Noakes & Wilkins, 2003). American media 

have long avoided explaining the fact that Palestinians are still under occupation 

(Ackerman, 2001). Ross (2003) analyzed The New York Times’ framing of Palestinians 

over thirteen months after September 11, 2001 to find that the frames bounced back to 

even more severe negativity. Acts of ‘violence’ or ‘resistance’ were associated with 

global terrorism, as the frames avoided describing Palestinians throughout the justice 

frame, which was more associated with Israel. Palestinian children were associated with 

violence, and the image of ‘stone-throwing and angry youth’ when comparing the 

coverage of five major international media and UNICEF stories during Al Aqsa Intifada 

(Aqtash, et al., 2004). The findings of these studies suggest that as Israel’s humanity was 

glorified in the media coverage, Palestinians were dehumanized.   

Decline of America’s Image 

Associations and attitudes to the image of a country is related to a variety of 

factors. Simon Anholt (2005) developed what he calls the ‘Nation Brand Index (NBI),” 

                                                
1 Officially called the Declaration of Principles on Interim Self-Government Arrangements or Declaration 
of Principles (DOP). After publicly acknowledging Israel’s right to exist in 1988, the Palestinian Liberation 
Organization (PLO) engaged in the first ever face-to-face negotiations with the State of Israel. The 
‘arrangements’ lead to two agreements. The first, Oslo I agreement (also known as: Gaza-Jericho 
Autonomy Agreement, was signed on May 4, 1994, where Israel redeployed its troops from the Gaza Strip 
and the city of Jericho, and the Palestinian established a self-rule government in these areas. Almost a year 
and a half later in September 1995, a second agreement was signed between the Palestinians and Israelis in 
Washington, D.C., which held an interim status with the formation of the Palestinian Authority (PA) as a 
self-rule government over parts of the West Bank and Gaza Strip. This second agreement “[o]utlines the 2nd 
stage of Palestinian autonomy, extending it to other parts of the West Bank,” which was divided into three 
types of areas, varying in the extent to Palestinian and Israeli control. These agreements were interim in 
their nature, especially that five major issues were left to permanent final status negotiation; Jerusalem, 
settlements, borders, water and security. The Oslo agreement crashed into failure in September 2000, when 
Israeli PM, Ariel Sharon instigated Palestinian riots by visiting one of Islam’s holiest place, Al Aqsa 
Mosque, which lead to the second Al Aqsa Intifada. (PASSIA, 2007) 
2 Refers to the Palestinian national movement against the Israeli occupation during 1987-1993, it is the 
“Arabic word for the Palestinian uprising, literally meaning the “rising up and shaking off”.” (JMCC, 
1989).  
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which relies on characterizing a nation’s image and brand association through the 

analysis of a hexagon that includes tourism, exports, governance, investment and 

immigration, culture and heritage, and people. Anholt found that the United States is 

ranked fourth after Italy, Sweden, and the United Kingdom.  

Joseph S. Nye (2004), one of the world’s preeminent international relations 

theorists, argues that the image of the United States has declined drastically after the 

invasion of Afghanistan, but most importantly after the invasion of Iraq. Nye claims the 

reason behind this decline is the failure of the United States to practice true soft power, 

while focusing its foreign policy on the practice of hard power. He explains that through 

the practice of soft power, you are forcing the other side to do what you want them to do 

without coercing them, but rather through persuasion and attraction. As the U.S. State 

Department started to invest more in public diplomacy efforts, what has been marketed to 

‘win the hearts and minds’ of the world, especially the Middle East, was not capitalized 

on through foreign policies (Freedman, 2006). Nye (2004) points out that feelings of anti-

Americanization and anti-modernization have grown in a number of countries, especially 

after 9/11, yet he explains that the negative association is limited to the administration 

rather than the whole population, American technological advances, and democratic 

values. Various studies were conducted within this retrospect, concluding that the image 

of the U.S. is damaged and negatively perceived by foreign publics, and calling for a 

reassessment and evaluation of America’s public diplomacy and strategic communication 

to foreign audiences (Freedman, 2006; Gilboa, 2005; Goodall, et al., 2006; Hoffman, 

2002; Romarheim, 2005). 
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Since the United States has become a symbol for modernism and democracy, Nye 

(2004) argues, images reflecting those realities are reflected in other countries, not only 

through attraction to and integration of these values of sociopolitical life, but further was 

extended culturally through imitating the loyalty and consumption of American brands, 

trends and fashion, such as Coca-Cola and McDonald’s. Zakaria (2001) agrees by stating 

that the Arabs, previously, perceived America as a model for bright modernity. However, 

due to the growing anti-Americanisn, these images have been replaced negative 

associations. Gause (2005) shows different polls of Arab and Muslim countries that show 

unfavorability of American policies, despite the acceptance of values and principles of 

democracy.  Tessler (2003) explains that the “pattern that consistently emerges [in 

surveys] is a strong dislike for American foreign policy but much more nuanced, and 

often quite positive, attitudes toward American society and culture and toward the 

American people” (p. 179) with higher acceptance levels amongst young men and 

women. Similar is the opinion of Walt (2001), as he adds that a major reason of the 

growing criticism of the United States’ policy in the Middle East is its continuous support 

to Israel. 

The Pew Global Attitudes Project signified that over the course of six years 

between 2000 and 2006, there has been a tremendous decline in the global favorability of 

the United States. However, in the past year or so, the favorability has slightly increased. 

The report indicates that “[a]fter Iraq, many Muslim countries began to see the U.S. as a 

threat to Islam.” The results also show general stereotypes about Americans, such as 

greediness, immorality and low levels of religiousness. As for supporting Israel, the 

majority of Arabs polled thought that “American policy is too supportive of Israel at the 
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expense of Palestine”, where in Kuwait, a pro-American Gulf state, 77% of the people 

said the U.S. “favors Israel too much.” The report concludes that America’s image in the 

Arab and Muslim worlds witnessed a decline throughout the recent ‘war on terrorism’ 

(Pew Global Attitudes Project, 2007).  

In 2004, the Arab American Institute commissioned Zogby International to 

conduct a survey about the way Arabs perceive Americans. The survey results show that 

in terms of American values, participants from six Arab nations evaluated them 

positively. However, negativity stemmed when the issues of the War in Iraq and policy 

towards Palestine were brought up (Arab American Institute and Zogbi International, 

Inc., 2004) 

Nye (2004) explains that the way foreign publics perceive a country and its 

people is highly important in foreign policy formulation. He suggests that public 

diplomacy practiced through strategic communication with foreign individuals, and not 

only to officials through diplomatic channels, is vastly important in our information age. 

Nisbet et al. (2004) explain how television news is amongst the main influencers of the 

declining image of Americans in the Arab world, or so to speak, anti-Americanism.  

 

Internet and Social Networking 

As most of the research regarding the images and perception of Arabs and 

Americans has been focused on ‘traditional’ mass media coverage (television, 

newspapers, radio, movies and literature), few studies have tackled the influence of new 

electronic media (i.e. Internet) on such images and perceptions. Needles to say, Internet 

has become a major part of people’s lives around the world. Several scholars have 
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explicated its inescapable influence on society, politics and the lives of individuals 

(Norris, 2001). Furthermore, the Internet is not limited to a one-way flow of information, 

but rather, has become a platform for virtual social networking and two-way exchange of 

information (Wellman, 1996; Wellman, 1997; Wellman, 1999).  

‘The Digital Divide’ 

If anything could be generalized about our globalized world today, it would be 

that it is easily and immensely connected and wired. The Internet, as an idea, was thought 

of first in 1962, when an MIT scientist wrote a memo discussing ‘a galactic network’ to 

connect computers internally. After that, the RAND Corporation proposed the idea and 

the Pentagon adopted it in 1969. The birth of the World Wide Web was in 1989 by Time 

Berners-Lee at CERN in Geneva, who has revolutionized the information world by 

creating what is called hypertext. By 1991, there were twenty countries in North America 

and Western Europe who were connected to this new World Wide Web through “hyper-

text language for global information sharing.” Two years later, the National Center for 

Supercomputing Applications launched Mosaic, which is thought to be the “first 

graphical Web browser.” This browser was, then, “made available for UNIX systems, 

then for Microsoft Windows and the Apple Macintosh.” Furthermore, “[t]he remarkable 

rise of the Internet as a new mass medium came in October 1994 when Netscape 

Communications released the Netscape Navigator browser, built on Mosaic technology 

and distributed free” (Norris, 2001, p.27; Wimmer & Dominick, 2006, p. 412-413) 

Today, a little less than 20% of the world population uses the Internet, as reported 

by the Internet World Stats (2007a). This means that as of September 20, 2007, there are 

more than 1.2 billion Internet users around the world, with a 244.7% increase from the 
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year 2000. The highest increase in Internet usage is seen in the Middle East region with a 

920.2% increase, while Africa and Latin America/Caribbean come in second and third 

places, with 874.6% and 540.7% increase, respectively, over the past seven years. 

However, the percentage of users in these fast-growing Internet markets is all below 8% 

(combined) of the total users in the world.  North America remains at the top of the list in 

Internet penetration, with 69%, while the Middle East comprises 10% of the penetration 

rate. Despite the fact that it ranks fifth in regards to Internet penetration, the Asian 

continent has the highest number of users (437 million), North America, on the other 

hand, ranks third, with 233 million users, and the Middle East is found to have 20 million 

users (Please see Table 1).   
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In the Middle East, the report states, the highest growth, between 2000 and 2007, 

was overseen in Syria (3,566.7%). Iran, Yemen and Saudi Arabia, come in the following 

ranks, with 2,940.0%, 1,370.0%, and 1,170.0% of growth, respectively. With regards to 

Palestine (Palestinian Territory, Occupied), the report estimated a total of 243 thousand 

users (around 8% penetration), which has yielded in around 600% growth between 2000 

and 2007 (Internet World Stats, 2007b). Another descriptive report by the Palestinian 

Central Bureau of Statistics indicates that as of 2006, around 16% of the total population 

use the Internet (PCBS, 2007).  Khoury-Machool (2007) anticipates that 25% of young 

Palestinians use the Internet, which is an increase compared to the yesteryear. The reason, 

he explains, is that Internet has become available in many of the schools and universities 

in the West Bank and Gaza Strip.  

A recent report of the Stanford Institute for the Quantitative Study of Society, 

shows that more than one-third of Americans (sample respondents) use the internet daily, 

with an average of 213 minutes per day. Internet users utilize one third of their usage 

time to work, whereas they use it more during the week (79%) than on weekends (21%). 

It was noted by the report that “an hour on the Internet reduces face-to-face time with 

family by close to 24 minutes,” and reduced sleep time by 12 minutes. Furthermore, it is 

evident that youth use the Internet more, when compared to other age groups, where they 

spend more time on messaging and in chat rooms, compared to older people who spend 

most of the time on email and work-related matters (Stanford Center for the Quantitative 

Study of Society, 2005; p. 3).  

By looking at these numbers, it is most certain that the Internet has become a 

major part of people’s lives, even in countries facing poverty, hunger, disease, and 
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conflict. The growth of Internet is remarkably huge, which may constitute the reason 

behind the increased academic interest in media and communications-oriented studies of 

the Internet. Furthermore, Wimmer and Dominick (2006) explain that the cheap cost of 

conducting Internet research, and its growing use among people are reasons behind this 

growth in Internet media research.  

Norris (2001) outlines what is referred to as the digital divide between Internet 

optimists and Internet pessimists. Optimists foresee a vast influence of the new 

technology on society and democracy, whereas the pessimists believe that the gaps 

among people, in terms of socioeconomic circumstances, are significant in impeding the 

growth of the Internet as an essential part of sociopolitical life and processes. The author 

explicates that the new cyberculture will influence both the participation of individuals in 

the society, and the way they are mobilized. The Internet, explains Norris, has become a 

new platform where like-minded people can mobilize each other, express themselves, and 

take up sociopolitical participation roles.  

[I]n the longer term, the impact of the Internet culture may be expected to 

shape the values and attitudes of the youngest generation of users, 

including children who are growing up surrounded by this technology in 

their homes and schools, contributing to the process of value change in 

postindustrial societies (Norris, 2001, p. 197) 

Norris (2001) adds that it is hard to understand the influence of the Internet – 

being a new technology – on civic engagement and sociopolitical participation, as people 

are still grasping the effects of traditional media within this regard. However, she 

explains the Internet has a high potential for creating a ‘virtual political system,’ where 
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mobilizing people becomes easier and less expensive; the motivation for participation 

increases due to high confidence; and specified interest, information reception and 

sharing are practiced.  

Online Social Networking 

Similar to the work of Norris is the growing body of research about the influence 

of the Internet on individuals and the social networking behaviors. Wellman (1997) 

defines a social network as “a set of people (or organizations or other social entities) 

connected by a set of socially-meaningful relationships, and when analyzed, we are able 

to describe “underlying patterns of social structure, [explain] the impact of such social 

structures on other variables, and [account] for change in social structures” (p. 179). Prell 

(2003) borrows Wasserman and Faust’s common networking terminology, which 

explains that a network is formed of: actors, ties, relations, group, and social network.  

Online social networking can be identified as a derivative of earlier research that 

conceptualized Computer-Mediated Communication (CMC). Rice (1994) explains “CMC 

systems bring together compatibilities of both computers and telecommunication 

networks to facilitate the creating, structuring, processing, storing, retrieving, and 

exchanging of (perhaps multimedia) content among multiple users” (p. 168). As the 

author identifies various typologies of researching and analyzing CMC systems (extent of 

sampling, measure of usage, measure of network flow, and content), the analysis of the 

content of such platforms, combined with identification of network flows is thought to 

“provide a context for meaning and is affected by the content exchanged within that 

structure” (P. 175).  
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In order to contextualize the content of online social networks, one has to 

understand the difference between strong and weak ties. Granovetter (1983) explains that 

in socializing with other people, individuals develop two kinds of relationships: those that 

are governed by strong ties, and others that are related to weak ties. Weak ties, as the 

author explains, are superficial and shallow relationships with one’s acquaintances, while 

the strong ties are those that emerge among friends and family. Granovetter explains: 

“social systems lacking weak ties will be fragmented and incoherent” (p. 202). Such a 

realization is understood in the importance of interaction amongst these strong and weak 

ties, as the society breathes on the way weak ties create a bridge with strong ties leading 

to the formation of networks within the society.   

Wellman (1996) explains social networks behold strong ties amongst their 

participants or members, and the strong ties are enhance in the presence of a ‘diversity set 

of weak ties.’ This diversity of weak ties, the author explains, can transform immediately 

into strong, when individuals have shared interests, rather than shared social 

characteristics. In a study that analyzed the relationships amongst members of MOO 

(Multi-User Dimensions, Object Oriented virtual environments), Parks and Roberts 

(1998) found that the users have developed personal friendships through online 

interaction, especially with the opposite sex, which was somewhat contradictory to the 

norm of off-line relationships.  

 

Social Capital and Psychosocial Well-Being 

Social Capital 
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In 1995, Robert D. Putnam theorized that America’s social capital is on a 

declining scale in a series of scholarly and media entries under the title “Bowling Alone.” 

Putnam (1995) defines social capital as the “feature of social organization such as 

networks, norms, and social trust that facilitate coordination and cooperation for mutual 

benefit” (p. 66). Five years later, Putnam put together a book dedicated to understanding 

the different aspects of social capital and its influence on civic engagement, democracy 

and the sociopolitical process. In the book, Putnam (2000) rounds the definition of social 

capital:  

Whereas physical capital refers to physical objects and human capital 

refers to properties of individuals, social capital refers to connections 

among individuals – social networks and the norms of reciprocity and 

trustworthiness that arise from them. (Putnam, 2000, p. 19) 

Quan-Haase and Wellman (2004) identify social capital as “a useful conceptual 

tool to examine the vitality of neighborhood, city, or country,” which allows scholars and 

officials “to evaluate a number of core dimensions, such as public and private 

community, and civic engagement” (p. 113). The influence of the technological advances 

is seen along a continuum between those who perceive them as a destructive element to 

social capital, and those who interpret the change in technology as a change in the 

platform for social capital as well. Those who say that industrialization diminishes social 

capital claim that the reason for that is due to the way the society has become after the 

industrial revolution, where social connections have deteriorated due to the urbanized and 

bureaucratic nature of life. However, the other school of thought perceives the change as 

a source of advancement to social capital, especially that the community is defined “not 
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in terms of locality but as social networks of interpersonal ties that provide sociability, 

support, information, a sense of belonging, and social identity “(p. 115). They perceive 

these advances as a blend into the rhythm and routine of individual lives, which create 

another form of participation and civic engagement.  

Putnam (2000) explains the influence of social capital on civic engagement and 

political participation, is based on the concept of ‘social reciprocity.’ The author states 

“[t]he touchstone of social capital is the principle of generalized reciprocity,” which is 

based on a different form of a social give and take relationship, where citizens do good, 

not because they are expecting to be repaid for it, but rather because they have developed 

a level of confidence that “down the road you [another person] or someone else will 

return the favor”” (p. 134).  

Wellman et al. (2001) conducted a massive survey (over 39 thousand 

respondents) to measure the influence of Internet on social capital. The survey, conducted 

in 1998, revealed that the Internet has become part of people’s routine in terms of their 

socialization behavior. It has emerged as a place where people can communicate and 

maintain their relationships with their friends and families. They, further, found an 

influence on heavy users in their participation and involvement in volunteer activities and 

organizations. The study was also suggested that the Internet has become a supplement to 

social capital, in the sense that it provides space for social interaction, not only with 

‘strong ties’, but further with new people.  

Lin (1999) maps the magnificent growth of technology over the span of a few 

years, as he tries to identify the influence of what is called ‘cybernetworks’. 

Cybernetworks are “social networks in cyberspace”. Lin explains that as a result of the 
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revolutionary development in technology, “a revolutionary rise of social capital” will take 

place. He explains that the global effect of cybernetworks is the realization of ‘bottom-up 

globalization process’, though social capital evolves away from any restrictions or 

“dominance of any class of actors” (p. 45).  

As various researchers pair the effect of social networks to social capital, Lin 

(1999) defines social capital as “investment in social relations with expected returns,” 

where the four elements of information, influence, social credentials, and reinforcement 

clear the distinction between social capital and personal, economic or human capital (pp. 

35-37). Moreover, Lin suggests: “social capital can be defined as resources embedded in 

a social structure which are accessed and/or mobilized in purposive actions” (p. 35). 

Garton et al. (1997) analyze social networks through the study of relations, which “are 

characterized by content, direction, and strength”; ties, which is the connection between 

two actors by at least one relation; the multiplexity of these ties, form which we can 

understand the levels of relations as “intimate, voluntary, supportive and durable”; and 

composition, through which we are able to understand how social attributes of the people 

involved influence the relations or the ties.  

Putnam (2000) distinguishes between bridging and bonding social capital, 

whereas bonding social capital refers to the form of social capital that is “by choice or 

necessity, inward looking and tend to reinforce exclusive identities and homogenous 

groups.” On the other hand, bridging social capital contribute to generating “broader 

identities and reciprocity,” in contradiction to the benefit of bonding social capital which 

“bolsters our narrower selves” (p. 22-23). Ellison et al. (2007) borrow Putnam’s 

distinction between bridging and bonding social capital. The researchers’ interpretation is 
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understood within the framework that bridging social capital refers to the interaction on 

the level of weak ties, whereas the bonding is concerned with stronger ties and 

interaction. Banking upon this understanding, Ellison et al. (2007) have conceptualized 

what they call ‘maintained social capital,’ which basically concerns the sustainability of 

relationships created within social networks. The researchers measure maintained social 

capital by investigating how relationships initiated online could be maintained in the 

‘real’ or ‘non-virtual’ world.  

Psychosocial Well-Being 

In the past few decades, there was extensive research carried out on psychosocial 

well-being, where it was conceptualized by combing the two major facets of well-being; 

satisfaction with life and self-esteem. Diener et al. (1985) define satisfaction with life as 

“a cognitive, judgmental process,” aimed at understanding how people self-evaluate their 

own lives and the quality of their lives (p.71). The researchers have developed a 5-item 

scale, also known as the Satisfaction With Life Scale (SWLS), where respondents were 

required to self-report about how close their life is to their ideal, the conditions of their 

life, their overall satisfaction with life, their achievement, and the change they would 

make to their own lives.  

The other predictor of psychosocial well-being is self-esteem. Morris Rosenberg 

was pioneering in conceptualizing what he called global self-esteem, which was the basis 

for the Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale, a scale that is widely used in social science studies. 

Rosenberg (1965) conceptualized self-esteem through a continuum that combines 

descriptions of both low and high self-esteem. The result is a 10-item scale that requires 
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respondent to self-report their self-satisfaction, reflections on self-worth, among others 

(Rosenberg, 1965, Rosenberg et al., 1995).  

Several studies have focused on the psychosocial well-being of youngsters. As for 

Palestinian youth, Barber (2001) studied the impact of the first Intifada of 1987, and the 

results illustrate a significant association between what the author calls the “Intifada 

experience” and youth antisocial behavior and depression, whereas depression was 

observed higher amongst young females. Qouta et al. (1995) studied the impact of the 

peace process on young Palestinians living in Gaza, to find out that the traumatic 

experiences they have had before the peace treaty was signed, still influenced their 

psychosocial well being, by showing low self-esteem and high neuroticism.  

Morgan and Cotton (2003) studied the impact of internet usage on mid-Atlantic 

youth to find out that the higher the usage of emails, chatting and instant messages, the 

lower youth had depressive symptoms. Rohall and Cotton (2002) linked Internet usage 

with self-esteem, showing that the more youth use the Internet for non-communicative 

purpose, such as surfing, the lower their self-esteem.  

 

“It’s in your (Face)book” 

‘Blogging’ Around the Block 

Online social networking has taken different forms, since the inception of the 

Internet as a medium of communication between individuals. Social network sites have 

taken the format of personalized and spontaneous communication among online users, 

thereby redefining “the dynamics between space and place” (Lin et al., 2007: p. 15). 

Avram (2006) defines three categories of Social Software: weblogs, wikis, and social 
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networking sites. The author explicates that Social Software is distinctive from other 

forms of online interaction and communication, as such emails and other alike forms are 

classified as top-down communication tools, whereas Social Software is a bottom-up 

approach, in the sense that it “enabl[es] people to organize themselves into a network 

based on their preferences” (p. 1). Avram (2006) gives us the definitions for each of these 

categories (Please see Table 2.).  

 Social networking sites have grown vastly popular in the last few years, while each is 

catering for a specific scope of interest that gathers its users under its umbrella, especially 

that they “allow individuals to present themselves, articulate their social networks, and 

establish or maintain connections with other” (Ellison et al., 2007). To name a few, 

Friendster.com has over 15 million users and is known for its affiliation to dating (Boyd 
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& Heer, 2006), LiveJournal.com is more broadly focused on granting the opportunity for 

its 11 million users to express their personal diary-like posts in 32 languages (Herring, 

2007), and Facebook.com, which is considered the world’s largest social network with 

more than 70 million active users (Facebook, 2008).  

 

 

The Facebook Story 

Imagine this, three undergraduate students – Marck Zuckerberg, Dustin 

Moskovitz and Chris Hughes, in a Harvard dorm room in February 2004, launching a 

social networking site, and this sites would end up, three years later, the most popular 

student-visited site, and the somewhere around the sixth most trafficked site in the world, 

and the second among “social media sites in the world.” This is a simplified version of 

the story of Facebook, whose founders define it as “a social utility that helps people 

communicate more efficiently with their friends, family and coworkers,” with a rather 

new dimension to social networking that capitalizes on privacy, since users “control the 

information they share and with whom they choose to share it” (Facebook, 2008). 

After its launching in February 2004 as a social networking site for Harvard 

students, Facebook started attracting other students in major American universities, such 

as Stanford, Columbia and Yale. Ten months later, in December, Facebook marked its 

millionth user. During that time, a primitive version of what is Facebook today existed, 

with features limited to the “Wall” and the “Groups” application. During the second 

quarters of 2005, the company raised $12.7 million “in venture capital from Accel 

Partners”, and grew to include over 800 college networks in the United States. As of the 
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fourth quarter of 2005, Facebook became open to high school students, and added the 

“Photos” application, and by the end of the year, there were over 5.5 million active users. 

The growth path continued in 2006, the company raised $27.5 million and added more 

interactive features. However, the greatest turn of events in 2006 was in September, when 

Facebook was open to the general public with any type of email address, as it was limited 

previously users with an American university/high school email address. As a result, the 

number of active users reached 12 million, which reached 20 million, later in April 2007. 

Furthermore, in 2007, over 3000 applications were added, ranging between games, 

quizzes and music sharing (Facebook, 2008) (Please see Table 3) 
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As mentioned previously, Facebook, currently, has over 80 million active users. 

Since January 2007, two hundred thousand people are registering daily, with an average 

weekly growth of 3%. Regarding the users of Facebook, they come from fifty-five 

thousand “regional, work-related, collegiate, and high school networks,” whereby, over 

50% are not college students, especially that the fastest growing demographic of user are 
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25 year-olds and above. Facebook ranks sixth in the United States with regards to website 

traffic, with 54 billion page views per month, over 50% daily returns, and an average of 

20 minutes spent daily by users. Furthermore, the site is considered the top picture-

sharing platform, with 14 million photos uploaded daily. After the expansion in 

September 2006, the United Kingdom became the network with most users outside the 

United States (8 million users), while Canada ranked third in terms of the number of 

users (7 million users), followed by Turkey, Australia, France, Sweden, Norway, 

Colombia, and South Africa (Facebook, 2008).  

Facebook CEO Mike Zuckerberg, in a TIME magazine interview, explains that 

the notion behind Facebook is to maintain communication and interaction with friends 

and acquaintances through what he stresses is a social utility, and not a social network. 

He, further explains, that the reason behind naming Facebook a utility is due to its 

distinction from the common goal-oriented use of social networks. The 23-year-old CEO 

tells TIME that due to Facebook’s international expansion, the company is thinking of 

translating the site into other languages (Locke, July 17, 2007).  

Lin et al. (2007) explicate that the advances in technology, or the digital 

revolution, has “redefined the dynamics between space and place”, through which they 

are physically located in one place, yet their “identity, social capital, and flows of 

communication often exist in spatial form” (p. 15). Wellman and Gulia (1999) explain 

that the internet is not the only place where interaction between individuals occurs, which 

is why the participants “bring to their on-line interactions such baggage as their gender, 

stage in the life-cycle, cultural milieu, socioeconomic status, and off-line connections 

with others” (p. 3) Ellison et al. (2007) explicate that social network sites, such as 
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facebook, “allow individuals to present themselves, articulate their social networks, and 

establish or maintain connections with others.” 

There are few empirical studies of the influence of Facebook on its users. Much 

of the research deals with issues of privacy and more descriptive analysis of Facebook, 

rather than studying its impact and influence. Lampe et al. (2006) surveyed over seven 

thousand students at the Michigan University, to find out that the students’ use of 

Facebook is not to meet new people, but rather to maintain relationships that have taken 

place off-line; such as, old friends, classmates, people they meet in the bar, and others, 

where 93% of the sample responded that they have friends from their high school, only 

10% have self-reported that they have friends whom they have never met, nor are they in 

the school or college. Although Facebook has been genuinely distinct for personal control 

over privacy, Acquisti and Gross (2006) explain that the majority of youth survey 

respondents did not know the Facebook company uses the information from their profiles 

for market research and other uses. Despite these privacy concerns, the authors have 

concluded that the respondents expressed unwillingness to stop using the site.  

After exploring the historical background of Facebook, and the academic depth if 

its influence on its users, it is important to outline the agenda of this research, through 

linking the various concepts together.  

Research Agenda 

Influencing Images and Perceptions? 

The question raised at this stage is how would online social networks – being 

places where people connect with each other and where they express their identities and 

individual characteristics – influence perceived images and stereotypes? Izumi and 
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Hammonds (2007) explore this particular topic. They infer that although several 

sociological researchers concluded that stereotypes are hard to change, yet “a variety of 

factors can make stereotypes controllable. To suppress stereotypes, people need to be 

motivated to do so and have the necessary attentional resources and energy,” as they 

review the work of Olson and Zanna (1993) (p. 846). In studying ethnic stereotypes and 

how social networks influence them, Izumi and Hammonds (2007) conclude that 

individual stereotypes are changed by providing information about the person, while 

stereotypes about certain groups can be changed through disseminating information about 

the group itself, rather than limiting it to the individual.  

As the researcher attempts to study how perceived stereotypes and negative 

images of Palestinians and Americans could be changed and positively influenced, the 

conceptualization of social networks builds the basis of this analysis. Khoury-Machool 

(2007) explains that the rise of Internet amongst Palestinian youth is transforming the 

means and tools of resistance against occupation, as youngsters are utilizing the Internet 

as a peaceful political tool for resistance. As the internet provides a platform for 

relationships amongst distant people, such relationships can influence the social capital of 

youth. Smith (1999) notifies us about the importance of investing in the social capital of 

youth, since “early extensive connections to others, close familial relationships, religious 

participation, and participation in extracurricular activities in one’s youth are significant 

predictors of greater political and civic involvement in young adulthood” (p. 553). Hence, 

this research is set to explore the influence online social networks have on young people 

form both sides, in relation to the effect this interaction will have on their opinions and 

attitudes towards each other. Such opinions and attitudes, as explained earlier, have been 
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greatly influenced by biased media coverage, and misinterpretation of the reality. This 

research does not attempt to redefine reality or explore the whole truth, but rather the 

shifts in perception of what reality is; questioning the opinions, perceived images and 

stereotypes each group has of the other.  

As the literature of the effect of social networking on social capital is highly 

devoted to analyzing the process of networking itself, through analysis of the actors, ties, 

relations, and the levels of interaction, these aspects will not be the central focus of the 

study. The study will dedicate part of the analysis for the process, yet, the dominant part 

will revolve around the result(s) of such a process. The process sure makes us understand 

the dynamics of interaction, yet these dynamics will be studied through the framework of 

the change in opinions and attitudes that takes place among the participants.  

Research Hypotheses 

Deriving from what has been said, this study dealt with how perceived images 

could be altered and positively influenced, therefore, eliminating, or partially eliminating, 

the stereotypes that Palestinians and Americans have of each other. Furthermore, the 

study analyzed how groups of Palestinian and American youth could influence each 

others’ opinions and attitudes through online social networking. The researcher 

hypothesized that throughout person-to-person interaction via a virtual online community 

(Facebook), young people are able to discuss various issues related to the images, 

perceptions, and stereotypes they have about the ‘other’. As a result of this interaction, 

the opinions and attitudes of individuals in each group were expected to have been 

positively influenced, within the scope of social networking influence on youth’s social 

capital.  
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The researcher assumed that participants from both national groups (Palestinian 

and American) had presumed images, perceptions and stereotypes of each other. The 

researcher hypothesized that as a result of online social networking through a closed and 

constrained Facebook group, Palestinian and American participants would experience a 

positive shift in the perceptions and attitudes they have of the other participants who 

belong to the other national group. Following are the hypothesis the researcher will test 

throughout this study:  

H 1: Online social networking would positively influence the level of 
interaction among participants cross-culturally/cross-nationally.  
H 1.1: Online social networking would help participants develop positive 
relationships with other participants in the Facebook group. 
H 1.2: Online social network would help participants build trust with some 
members of the Facebook group.  
H 1.3: Online social networking would help participants grant and/or 
receive support from other participants in the Facebook group.  
H 1.4: Online social networking would help participants develop intimate 
relationships with other members from the Facebook group.   
H 1.5: Online social networking would help participants develop 
companionship and close relationships with other member from the 
Facebook group.  
H 1.6: Online social networking would help participants develop multiplex 
interaction with some members from the Facebook group.  

H 2: Online social networking would positively influence the psychosocial 
well-being of participants from both national groups.   
H 2.1: Online social networking would positively influence the self-
esteem of participants.  
H 2.2: Online social networking would positively influence the 
participants’ satisfaction with life.  

H 3: Online social networking would positively influence the participants’ 
social capital  
H 3.1: Online social networking would positively influence the 
participants’ bridging social capital.  
H 3.2: Online social networking would positively influence the 
participants’ bonding social capital.  
H 3.3: Online social networking would positively influence the 
participants’ maintained social capital.  



 34 

H 4: Online social networking would have a positive influence on the 
perceived images and stereotypes participants have of members of the 
other national group.   

H 5: Participants’ nationality would have an influence on the way they 
interact through online social networking.  
H 5.1: Nationality would have an influence on the level of interaction 
among participants.  
H 5.2: Nationality would have an influence on the psychosocial well being 
of participants, when compared between the time before and after the 
online interaction. 
H 5.3: Nationality would have an influence on the social capital of 
participants.  

H 6: Participants’ nationality would have an influence on the change in 
perceptions and image they have of each other.  
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY  

 

 

 

This study utilized an online field experiment where Palestinian and American 

youth (N=136) interacted throughout a closed Facebook group for the period of one 

month. The 2 (nationality: Palestinian vs. American) x 2 (Experimental treatment 

(research group) : Experiment “Facebook” group vs. Control “no Facebook” group) x 2 

(Time: pre interaction vs. post interaction) mixed factorial (pre-post-control) design 

entailed two groups of participants, each including both Palestinian and American 

participants who were exposed to the pretest and posttest. Nationality and experimental 

treatment grouping were regarded as between-subjects variables, while time was dealt 

with as a within-subjects variable. 

The researcher recruited a convenience sample of Palestinian and American youth 

(N=136) for the study. Palestinian participants (N=60) were recruited through 

cooperation with the Palestinian Youth Association for Leadership And Rights Activation 

– PYALARA. American participants (N=76) were recruited from a large Midwestern 

university, where journalism professors encouraged their students to take part in the study 

as part of the research participation course requirements. Upon recruiting participants, 

they were divided into two groups; the experiment group (N=81; Palestinians=36; 

Americans=45); and the control group (N=55; Palestinians=24; Americans=31). The 

control group did not receive the experimental treatment of interacting through the 

Facebook group. The researcher decided to include a control group in the experimental 
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design, due to the frequently changing political situation in the Middle East and the 

United States, which might inflict some influences on the participants. Hence, it was 

important to have a ‘neutral’ group that was exposed to the experimental treatment, in 

order to understand whether the changes that happened to the ‘experimental group’ were 

due to the experimental treatment. During the one-month period of the experimental 

treatment, political or socioeconomic changes were expected to influence the results of 

the experiment. Therefore, the control group was tested before and after the treatment 

(online interaction) in order to grant the researcher a clear vision of whether these 

political and/or socioeconomic changes would have an influence over the participants’ 

responses in the posttest.  
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Due to the relatively long period of the study, the researcher faced experimental 

mortality, which Wimmer and Dominick (2006) define as the “[p]ossibility that subjects 

will drop out for one reason or another.” The authors explain that experimental mortality 

“is sure to have an effect on the results of a study because most research methods and 

statistical analyses make assumptions about the number of subjects used.” They suggest 

that the common experimental mortality rate can reach up to 50% of the subjects.  During 

the course of this study, experimental mortality was around 11.8%, which was calculated 

from the number of subjects who took the pretest and those who took the posttest. (Please 

see Figure 1). The researcher decided not to include the participants who withdrew from 

the study in the data analysis, and therefore the number of participants dropped down to 

120 (70 Americans and 50 Palestinians).  

As the experimental treatment – Facebook group interaction – provided 

documentation for the discussions that took place amongst the participants throughout 

their interaction via the Facebook group, the researcher conducted qualitative content 

analysis to generate in-depth examples and anecdotes that will reflect the results of the 

experiment.   

Over the past few decades, experimental research has been a major method to 

study media effects. The increase in its popularity is thought to be a result of “the rise in 

the cognitive approach to mass communication, a perspective that derives from the field 

of psychology, where experiments are the main source of data gathering” (Wimmer & 

Dominick, 2006, p. 231). Williams and Monge 2001 define the experimental method as a 

“research plan undertaken to test relationships among variables based on systematic 

observation of variables that are manipulated by the researchers” (p. 15). Experimental 



 38 

research design is the “sine qua non of the research world,” as it enables researchers to 

identify and test “whether something actually causes a change in something else” (Stacks, 

2002, p. 196).  

Wimmer and Dominick (2006) explain that experiments are useful as they grant 

the research and opportunity to gather evidence of causality, with a relatively low cost, 

and high potential for replication. However, the authors argue that experiments are 

artificial, since they are held in a controlled environment, with partial to complete 

exclusion of any noise and confounding variables. Furthermore, they explain that 

research experiments are endangered by two main risks: the bias of the researcher 

(experimenter), and the inability to generalize the results of the experiments to the 

general population, as they are limited to the group of participants (subjects) that are 

involved in the study.  

This study was considered an online field experiment, since the setting of the 

experiment took place in a virtual ‘real life’ environment. Throughout the time period of 

the online interaction, the participants’ daily lives were not controlled, they “function[ed] 

primarily in their everyday social roles with little investigator interference or 

environmental restructuring” (Wimmer & Dominick, 2006, p. 245). Field experiments, 

state Wimmer & Dominick (2006), are beneficial in “studying complex social processes 

and situations.” On the other hand, the authors explain that the disadvantages of field 

experiments include the fact that they behold a low level of control on any external 

influences that could hinder the process of the experiment, as some of these influences 

might be unexpected and surprising.  
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Since the experiment procedure resulted in a documented set of interactions 

amongst the participants, valuable content emerged throughout the Facebook group. This 

rich contextual content was interpreted through qualitative content analysis to understand 

how it “generates meaning and affects people, and what it reflects about society and 

culture” (Berger, 1995, p. 32). Arthur A. Berger (1995) sees the qualitative content 

(textual) analysis as a way of analyzing the beliefs and values of people. Silverman 

(2005) explains that qualitatively analyzing texts would help researchers to understand 

how people categorize issues and ideas, and would grant them a specific depiction of 

reality, without consideration to the correctness of the text.  

The researcher looked for anecdotes and quotations that reflected the change in 

perceived images and stereotypes. Through analyzing the text that yielded form the 

online interaction, the researcher was able to trace and identify the means of attitudinal 

and behavioral change within the groups of participants. The text provided rich context, 

through which the quantitative data were understood in real life terms.  

Independent Variables 

This study investigated the influence of three independent variables, each with 

two levels of measurement: the nationality of the participants (Palestinians vs. 

Americans), the experimental treatment grouping (experiment group vs. control group), 

and time of testing (pre-experiment vs. post-experiment).  

Nationality 

The researcher recruited participants (N=136) from both nationalities: Palestinian 

(N=60) and American (N=76). Palestinians were recruited with the help of the Palestinian 

Youth Association for Leadership And Rights Activation (PYALARA). PYALARA is a 
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nongovernmental youth and media-oriented organization operating in all Palestinian 

cities, with the involvement of huge numbers of Palestinian youth (PYALARA, 2007). 

One of PYALARA’s staff, who helped with gathering the name and contact information 

of participants, was instructed to try and select participants that represent gender and 

geographical diversity.  

With regards to American students, they were recruited from a large mid-Western 

University in the United States (University of Missouri-Columbia). The researcher 

requested university professors to encourage their students to take part in the experiment, 

whereas, some of them permitted the researcher to come into class and promote the study. 

As shown on the university’s website, “Mizzou has a diverse enrollment with 28,000 

students from every county in Missouri, every state in the nation and 100 countries,” 

which signifies the diversity of the group that was recruited for this study.  

The nationality of participants was considered as a between-subjects variable in 

this study, since there was a categorization of participants according to their nationality. 

The participants of the experiment were divided according to their nationality, and hence, 

were given specific pretest and posttest questionnaire that corresponded with their 

national background.  

Experimental Treatment Grouping (Research Group) 

The participants of the study were divided into two research group, according to 

whether or not they were exposed to the experiment treatment. The first group was 

referred to as the “experiment group”. Its members were exposed to the experimental 

treatment for the period of a month, where they interacted through a closed Facebook 

group. This group also took the pretest and posttest. The second group was the “Control 
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group,” whose members were given the pretest and posttest without exposure to the 

experimental treatment (Facebook interaction). The experimental treatment grouping 

(research group) was dealt with as a between-subjects variable, since there were two 

groups of participants; one was exposed to the experimental treatment (Facebook group), 

and the other one was a control group that only took the pretest and posttest without 

exposure to the experimental treatment.   

Time 

The third independent variable that the researcher controlled for was time; pre 

versus post interaction time intervals. The interaction itself was a result of creating a 

closed Facebook group. Time was considered a within subject factor, since participants 

were divided into two groups, as shown above, and each group was exposed to the pretest 

and posttest, with differences in being exposed to the experimental design.  

As shown in the experiment procedure, participants had the flexibility of 

discussing issues relevant to the study, in addition to having the freedom of posting 

multimedia content on the group’s wall, adding participants as their friends, and 

exchanging personal messages amongst themselves. The researcher, being also the 

facilitator (administrator) of the Facebook Discussion group, sent weekly reminders to 

the members of the Facebook group to encourage them to take part in the discussion. The 

discussion was closely monitored by the researcher, and the researcher was ready to 

intervene in the discussion only if some comments and posts displayed by the participants 

needed to be geared back towards the discussion, or in cases when the group guidelines 

were breached by any participant. Luckily, the researcher did not assess any situation that 



 42 

caused him to intervene in the discussion or react upon any comment, and the discussion 

was left to flow in its natural direction.   

The researcher only regard the ‘public’ content of the Facebook group discussion 

for the textual analysis, which were documented through the group itself, as personal 

interaction, such private correspondence amongst the participants, was left to be self-

reported by the participants by the end of the interaction through the posttest 

questionnaire.  

 

Dependent Variables 

In order to understand the influence of online social networking on Palestinian 

and American youth participants, the researcher tested the variation in four major 

dependent variables: level of interaction, psychosocial well-being, social capital, and 

image and attitudes towards the ‘other’.  

Level of Interaction 

Petrózi et al. (2007) used a specific scale to measure the level and strength of 

interaction in virtual social networks. Their conceptualization entailed measuring the 

strength of ties between members of the virtual network, which is “a quantifiable 

property that characterizes the link between two nodes.” They borrowed Granovetter’s 

definition of tie strength: “a combination of the amount of time, the emotional intensity, 

the intimacy (mutual confiding) and reciprocal services which characterize the tie.” In 

their study, they asked the participants twelve questions that aimed at assessing the 

relationships evolving from the interaction. These relationships were grouped into eight 

categories: positive relationship (1 question), negative relationship (1 question), trust (2 
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questions), support (3 questions), intimacy (1 question), companionship (1 question), 

multiplexity (2 questions), and companionship/closeness (1 question) (Please see Table 

5). As indicated by the Virtual Tie-Strength (VTS) Scale, following is the 

operationalization of the sub-concepts:  

1. Positive relationship will be measured by asking the participants about 

which participants do they (individually) like from the group members. Inversely, 

negative relationships would be measured by asking them whom don’t they like; 

2. Trust will be measured by asking the participants which of the participant 

they trust or have trusted; 

3. Support will be measured by three questions about whether the participants 

has asked, has been asked, feels that he/she could ask a favor from another participant.  

4. Intimacy will be measured by asking the participants about private 

correspondences with any other group member(s). 

5. Companionship and closeness will be measured by asking the participants 

which other participants do they consider to be their ‘virtual friends,’ and which ones do 

they wish to meet in person.  

6. Interaction multiplexity will be measured through asking the participant 

whether they had or would like to have discussions about topics different from those of 

the Facebook group.  
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Psychosocial Well-Being 

The researcher utilized the adaptation of Rosenberg’s self-esteem scale and the 

Satisfaction with Life Scale (SWLS) by Ellison et al. (2007). In their study of the effect of 

Facebook on its users, Ellison et al. (2007) formulated a combined scale of 12 statements, 

which was rated by participants on a 5-point Likert scale. The combined scale was 

utilized and modified to suit the purpose of this study. With regards to self-esteem, 

participants will be exposed to statement about their self-worth, good qualities, tendency 

to failure, competency, pride in what they do, positive attitude towards self, and overall 

self-satisfaction. The self-satisfaction with life scale included five statements to the 

participants to rate. These statements include ones about closeness of life to ideal, 

excellence of life conditions, overall satisfaction with life, level of achievement, and 

desire to change life path.  

The measure for psychosocial well-being is categorized into two main categories: 

self-esteem scale (12 questions),  and satisfaction with life scale (5 questions). The self-

esteem scale includes questions about whether the participant feels that he/se is “a person 

of worth,” has “a number of good qualities,” feels that he/she is “inclined to […] failure,” 

able to “do thing as well as most other people,” feels that he/she “do[es] not have to be 

proud of,” takes “a positive attitude toward [him/her]self,” and whether he/she is 

“satisfied with [him/her]self.” With regards to the satisfaction with life scale, the 

researcher will the participants whether they feel that their life “is close to [their] ideal,” 

“the conditions of [their lives] are excellent,” whether they are “satisfied with [their] 

life,” whether they have gotten  “important things” they wanted in life, and under the 
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condition that they live their live again, whether they would change anything in their 

lives (Ellision et. al, 2007, p. 9-10).  

The psychosocial well-being instrument was tested in both the pretest and posttest 

in an attempt to understand whether the online interaction among participants would 

influence their well-being. The overall measure for well-being was obtained through 

factor analysis of all the items in the self-esteem and satisfaction with life scale for  both 

the pretest (α=.881) and the posttest (α=.888). Furthermore, the self-esteem scale was 

factor analyzed for the pretest (α=.819) and the pretest (α=.824), as well as the 

satisfaction with life scale for the pretest (α=.871) and the posttest (α=.860) (Please see 

Table 6).  

Social Capital 

Ellison et al. (2007) adopted, in their study, Quan-Haase and Wellman’s Internet-

specific social capital scale. Their new modified scale had 19 statements, which were 

rated on a 5-point Likert scale by the participants. The scale measured three dimensions 

of social capital: birding, bonding, and maintained social capital. For this study, social 

capital was measured three times. The first one was through the pretest questionnaire 

(α=.937), which included the scales for bridging social capital (α=.904), bonding social 

capital (α=.799), and maintained social capital (α=.830). The second time social capital 

was measured was during the posttest (α=.944), and again, the scale comprised of three 

sub-scales; bridging social capital (α=.934), bonding social capital (α=.801), and 

maintained social capital (α=.873).  
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The third time social capital was measured was also through the posttest, where 

the scale items were modified to correspond to the Facebook group interaction, thereby, 

measuring online social capital (α=.913). The online (Facebook) social capital also 

comprised of the three sub-scales: bridging social capital (α=.876), bonding social capital 

(α=.837), and maintained social capital (α=.840).  

The three scales (pretest, posttest and online social capital) were factor analyzed 

in two stages. The first was analyzing all the items into the overall social capital 

measures, while the second stage entailed analyzed the sub-scales as a way of making 

sure that  “that the items reflected three distinct dimensions” (Ellison, et al., 2007).  The 

researcher adapted this scale to the purpose of the study, by rephrasing some of the 

statements to suit the study. The two scales in the pretest and posttest, excluding the scale 

for the online social capital, formed measures for ‘offline’ social capital, referring to the 

way the participants perceived their social capital within the framework of their own 

communities. On the other hand, the online social capital scale measured how the 

participants of the experiment group, in particular, felt about their social capital within 

the framework of the Facebook group as their ‘virtual community.’ 

1. Bridging Social Capital measured whether the participants felt part of the 

community, interested in what goes on in it, thought it is a good place to be, were willing 

to contribute to it morally and financially, whether it made them want to try new things, 

felt part of a larger community, were willing to spend time on related activities, had the 

ability to make new contacts, and reminded them that the world is connected.  
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2. Bonding Social Capital measured how the participants felt their community 

could provide trust to solve personal problem, and whether they could rely on the 

community acquaintances in emergencies, for advice, and mentorship.  

3. Maintained Social Capital was measured through asking the participants to 

self-report their ability to mobilize and be mobilized, such as finding out about related 

events, asking favors from each other, staying at a community acquaintance’s place if 

traveling to his/her area, getting useful information about jobs and related opportunities, 

and ease of organizing events.  

Image and Stereotypes 

The researcher developed a final measurement, which was adapted to the specific 

situation of the experiment. Deriving from the previous literature, there were a number of 

negative and positive associations with both national groups. To fit the purpose of this 

study, the items were unified for all participants, regardless of their nationality, or the 

research group they took part. Participants were requested to self-report their agreement 

or disagreement to the items on 5-point Likert-type scale. The researcher included an 

essay question in the pretest, asking the participants to describe the opposing national 

group. After analyzing the results of these questions, and as discussed later in the results 

section, there were no prevalent trends that could be added to the list of items in the 

questionnaire. The items were the same in the pretest and posttest, yet participants were 

asked parallel questions with modifying the national group association. For instance, for 

the American participants’ questionnaires, the statements were phrased in a way to 

describe the Palestinians, and vice versa.  
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Negative images included association of terrorism, violence, disrespect to women, 

having different views than ‘us,’ and being all alike. Another item was added to the list of 

negative images and stereotypes, where Americans were asked whether they thought the 

goal of Palestinians is to wipe out Israel, and conversely, the Palestinians were asked 

whether they thought that goal of Americans is to wipe out Iraq. The researcher carried 

out factor analysis for these items to create a combined scale for negative image for the 

pretest (α=.798) and the posttest (α=.784).   

On the other hand, positive images and associations were also derived from 

previous literature, and the scale was comprised of 12 items. These items included 

associations with innocence, peacefulness, valuing life, generosity, and religiousness. 

Other items asked the participants to rate whether they would trust a member of the 

opposite national group, ask him/her for a small favor, can be friends with him/her, thinks 

he/she could be friends with a member of the opposite national group, whether they can 

discuss different topics with them, and whether they would like to meet a member of the 

opposite national group. The last two items were not included in the factor analysis, 

because they direction was different between the questionnaire of the Palestinians and 

American. The Americans were asked whether they thought Palestinians have the right to 

their independent state, and whether they believed that Palestinians were still occupied by 

Israel. Conversely, Palestinians were asked whether they thought that Americans are still 

occupying Iraq, and whether Americans support Israel more than the Palestinians. These 

two items were deleted, also, because they did not load well on the factor. Positive 

images were factor analyzed for the pretest (α=.824) and the posttest (α=.846).  
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Items of the both the negative and positive image scales were factor analyzed and 

computed into a combined image variable for both the pretest (α=.882) and the posttest 

(α=.864) (Please see Table 8).  
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Control Variables 

Wimmer and Dominick (2006) state that control variables “eliminate unwanted 

influences” and “are used to ensure that the results of the study are due to the independent 

variables, not to another source.” The researcher controled for three groups of control 

variables: media use, participants’ demographics, and political knowledge and 

orientation.  

Media use 

With regards to media use, the researcher asked the participants self report the 

amount they dedicate for reading newspapers, watching television, listening to the radio 

and using online media, both on a weekly and daily basis. Furthermore, this group of 

variables included questions regarding the type(s) of media the participants get their 

information from, with regards to both Palestine and the United States.  

Demographic variables 

The second set of control variables included demographic questions. The 

participants were asked to self-report their age, gender, level of education, income level, 

ethnic background (for Americans), and geographical background (for Palestinians). The 

researcher chose not to ask the Palestinian participants about their ethnic background, 

since they all came from the same ethnic group, but instead, the geographical background 

(whether they live in a city, village or a refugee camp), was considered as a parallel 

indicator of the influence of social background.  

With regards to demographic information, both American and Palestinian 

participants were asked to self-report their age and gender. As for Americans, they were 

asked to select their ethnic background, while the Palestinians were asked two questions 
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to determine the equivalent of ethnicity in the Palestinian society, where they were asked 

to identify whether they live in a city, village or refugee camp, in addition to asking them 

about which part of the Palestinian territories do they live in (central West Bank (WB), 

southern WB, northern WB, the Gaza Strip, or other). All participants were asked to self-

report their level of education and income level. For the income-level, the choices for the 

answer were varied between the Palestinians and Americans due to social norms. 

Americans were asked to determine their level of annual household income, while the 

Palestinians were given choices for their household monthly income.  

The researcher asked the American participants to identify their party affiliation 

(strong Democrat, weak Democrat, Independent – Democrat, Independent – Republican, 

weak Republican, strong republication, or apolitical). For the Palestinian participants, the 

choices for political identification were different, due to the difference in political party 

identifiers: strong Fatah, weak Fatah, strong Hamas, weak Hamas, strong Left, weak Left, 

Independent – Fatah, Independent – Hamas, Independent – Left, or apolitical. The second 

question requested the participants to self-report their positioning on 

liberalism/conservatism scale, which was a 5-point Likert-type scale that ranged from 

extremely liberal to extremely conservative). The third question dealt with political 

participation. The American participants were asked to self report whether they 

anticipated voting in the November 2008 presidential elections, while the Palestinians 

were asked whether they had voted in the 2006 parliamentary elections. The fourth 

question was unified for both Americans and Palestinians and asked them about the level 

of interest in international politics. The fifth question was more specific to political 

knowledge. American participants were asked to identify the Palestinian president from a 
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list of Palestinian political figures, conversely Palestinians were asked to identify the 

frontrunner of the Democratic Party in the 2008 presidential elections from a list of 

names. The sixth question also dealt with political knowledge; Americans were asked 

whether they think Palestine is an independent states, and Palestinians were asked 

whether the United States of America includes 52 states. The seventh question was 

unified, and asked the participants to identify who is Nicolas Sarkozy from a list of 

choices.  

Political orientation and knowledge 

Finally, the third set of control variables was focused on investigating the political 

orientation and knowledge of the participants. The researcher borrowed from a 

questionnaire used by Dr. Alfred Cooper Drury, associate professor of political science at 

the University of Missouri Columbia. The researcher did not use the full questionnaire 

instrument, but rather chose the questions that were related to the study. The researcher 

asked the participants about their party identification, political ideology, level of interest 

in international politics, and political knowledge (Drury, in press). Some of the questions 

were paraphrased to suit the study.  In addition, the questions were not identical to both 

the Palestinian and American participants, since there are different identifiers of the 

variables mentioned above.  

Experimental Design and Procedure 

The researcher utilized a 2 x 2 x 2 mixed (between-within subject) factorial 

design. The researcher recruited participants (N=136) from both the United States and the 

occupied Palestinian territory (including East Jerusalem) for this study. The only within-

subjects factor was time, where all participants will be exposed to the pretest and posttest 
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questionnaires. With regards to the between-subject factors, the group of participants was 

divided into two; the experiment group (N=81), which took both the pretest and posttest, 

and were also exposed to  the experimental treatment (the Facebook discussion group), 

and the other group, which was the control group (N=56), was only given the pretest and 

posttest questionnaire without being exposed to the experimental treatment.  

Pre-Experiment Questionnaire Testing 

The researcher examined the pretest and posttest questionnaires before requesting 

participants to answer them. A group of six (evenly divided between Palestinians and 

Americans) individuals helped with filling out the questionnaires. The purpose of pre-

experiment questionnaire testing was to evaluate the questionnaire and determine whether 

the participants comprehend the questions and are able to fill out the questionnaires 

without any problems. Respondents were asked to report any misunderstanding, complex 

question wording, as well as any inappropriate phrasing for questions.  

Recruiting Participants 

As mentioned earlier, participants were recruited from Palestine and the United 

States. The researcher cooperated with PYALARA and university professors who helped 

with encouraging young people to take in the experiment. The role of the organization(s) 

and professor(s) was to provide contact information for potential participants. As for 

Palestinian participants, the researcher acquired a permission letter from the director 

general of PYALARA (Please see Appendix A). As a result a staff member of 

PYALARA contacted potential participants, gathered their contact information, and 

asked them about their interest in taking part in the study. The staff member, then, 

emailed the researcher a full list of over 80 participants, who were contacted and 
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requested to take part in the study. Some of the participants, later, expressed to not 

participate in the study, in addition to a number of cases where participants requested to 

withdraw form the study, due to the fact that they were busy with work or school. 

With regards to the American participants, the researcher contacted professors 

from a Midwestern university in the United States, to seek participant recruitment. Two 

professors, generously, granted the researcher the permission to come into their 

classrooms and promote the study. As a result of this, around 35 participants were 

recruited. The remaining participants were recruited through coordination with another 

professor who granted the researcher the privilege to promote the study through the 

Journalism School SONA system. For the same reasons stated above, some participants 

wither expressed disinterest to take part in the study, or withdrew their participation as 

they were occupied with school work.  

Since the study utilized a convenience sample, the researcher did not randomize 

the assignment of participants to the research groups (experiment vs. control). As the 

researcher received the contact information of participants, he started filling out the spots 

for the experiment group, on a first-come first-assigned basis. After the number of 

participants of the experiment groups reached the desired size, the participants started to 

assign the participants for the control group.   

Due to the nature of the study, and the need to conduct repeated measures, each 

participant was assigned a special code, which they were requested to insert in every 

questionnaire they filled out for the study. The participant ID codes were formulated by 

combining the abbreviations of their nationality and research group, together with a 

sequential number assignment. For example, if a participants is American, and she was 
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part of the experiment group and was assigned as the fourth person in the experiment 

group, her code would be (AE04).   

Participants 

As mentioned elsewhere, the researcher recruited Palestinian and American young 

people (N=136) to take part in this study. However, due to the long period of the study, 

and other factors, the study faced an experimental mortality rate of 11.8%. As a result the 

number of participants dropped down to 120. Having said this, and as a means to prevent 

the influence of the experimental mortality on the results of the study, the researcher 

carried out listwise deletion of all the participants who chose not to continue the study 

and take part in the posttest stage. Acock (2005) states that listwise deletion is “the most 

common solution to missing values” (p. 1015). The author explains that the missing data 

has to comply with the conditions of MCAR in order to qualify for listwise deletion. 

MCAR is short of Missing Completely at Random. To qualify as MCAR, one has to think 

“of the data set as a large matrix, the missing values are randomly distributed throughout 

the matrix” (p. 1014), hence listwise or case deletion would be a useful thing to do.  

Worthy of mentioning is that the researcher did not compute the listwise deletion 

when conducting the different statistical tests, but rather eliminated the respondents who 

did not answer any of the posttest questions.  Therefore, the number of participants who 

qualified for analysis was 120, divided according to research group (Experiment 

group=73; control group=47), with around 58% of all participants being American, and 

72% of the sample comprised of females. With regards to racial background of American 

participants, the majority (89.2%) identified themselves as “White/Caucasian (Non-

Hispanic White)”.  
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With regards to the Palestinian participants, asking them about their racial 

background was not a valid question, hence, two questions replaced the race questions, 

where they were asked about their geographical background. Results showed that the 

majority of Palestinian participants (86.7%) lived in a city, while 13.3% were from a 

village, and none of the participants were from a refugee camp. With regards to 

geographical residence location, a little more than half of the participants (51.1%) came 

from central West Bank (including East Jerusalem), while the other participants came 

from the Gaza Strip, northern West Bank, southern West Bank, and other places, 

respectively (15.6%, 13.3%, 8.9%, 11.1%, respectively).  

The majority of all participants have Bachelor’s degree (45.6), while the 

remaining participants were split between high-school graduates and Master’s degree 

beholders (39.6% and 15.3%, respectively). With regards to income levels, Palestinians 

and Americans were asked different questions, depending on the socioeconomic norms. 

Americans were asked about their family annual income, while Palestinians were asked 

about the families’ monthly income level. As for Americans, the highest percentage of 

income levels (36.4%) was for the range between $65,000 - $125,999). On the other 

hand, the highest percentage of monthly income level for the participants’ families was 

under $2,000/month, with a percentage of 31.8% (Please see Table 9).  
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Pretest  

After organizing the lists of participants, participants were sent individual emails, 

where they were thanked for their interested in the study, and were explained the 

different stages of participation.  Each individual email included the explanation of the 

experimental procedure. Depending on the research group and the nationality of the 

participants, a special website link including the specific pretest questionnaire was added 

to the email. An electronic copy of the Informed Consent Form was attached to the email 

(Please see Appendix B). Participants were requested to carefully read the consent form, 

sign it, and attach it to a reply email to the researcher’s message. They were also 

requested to follow the pretest questionnaire link to complete the questionnaire. They 

were also told that they will be contacted within a month to fill out the posttest 

questionnaire. Participants from the experiment group were also informed that they 

would be involved in interacting with Palestinian/American youth for the period of a 

month via a closed Facebook group. Upon completion of the web-based pretest 

questionnaire, the participants were electronically directed to the Facebook group 

webpage.  

The pretest questionnaire is comprised of 34 questions that were divided into 

twelve pages. The questionnaire measured for only three of the four dependent variables 

in addition to the secondary variables. These variables are the psychosocial well-being, 

social capital, and images and attitudes of the ‘other’. The reason for excluding the level 

and strength of interaction from the pretest was due to the fact that the interaction has not 

taken place yet. The goal of the pretest was to establish a ground understanding of the 

participants, especially the images and stereotypes they perceive of members of the other 
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national group. Both groups of the participants, the experiment and control groups, will 

take the same pretest questionnaire. The researcher used www.freeonlinesurveys.com to 

distribute the questionnaire, where the researcher built four forms of the questionnaire; 

the first is for Palestinian participants from the experiment group, the second is for 

American participants of the experiment group, the third is for Palestinians from the 

control group, and finally, the fourth form will be for Americans from the control group 

(Please see Appendix C). Each participants had to insert his/her special code combination 

at the beginning of the questionnaire.  

The first section of the questionnaire has four multiple choice descriptive 

questions that measure whether the participants have a Facebook account, for how long, 

duration of daily usage and the number of friends each participant has on Facebook. The 

second page included one question, where participants were requested to rate six 

statements on a 5-point Likert-type scale regarding the way Facebook influences the 

participants’ lives.  

The third page was dedicated to measure the participants’ psychosocial well-

being. The researcher borrowed the instrument adapted by Ellison et al. (2007) that aims 

at measuring the participants’ psychosocial well-being. The instrument, as explained by 

the authors is an adapted combination of two measurement scales; Rosenberg’s Self-

Esteem Scale and the Satisfaction with Life Scale (SWLS). The section included twelve 

statements that the participants are requested to rate on a 5-point Likert-type scale, to 

show whether they agree or disagree with the statements.  

The fourth page of the pretest dealt with measuring the participants’ social capital. 

The researcher adopts the scale developed by Ellison et al. (2007), which is an adaptation 
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of the Internet Specific Social Capital Scale that was developed by Quan-Haase and 

Wellman. As explained earlier, the researcher is looking at three types of social capital: 

bridging, bonding and maintained social capital. Hence, the researcher has modified the 

nineteen statements that Ellison et al. have developed, in order to suit this experiment. 

The questions related to bridging social capital were focused on how the participants 

perceive themselves as part of their own community, be it their university, their social 

club or organization. Questions regarding bonding social capital focused on the human 

relationships with other people form the community. Finally the maintained social capital 

will be measured through asking the participants about the relationships they have with 

people from the community that are more long-term.  

The fifth page of the pretest asked three questions about the participants past 

experience with traveling to the US/Palestine, as well as interacting (offline) with 

members from the opposite national group. American participants were asked whether 

they have ever traveled to the Holy Land (Palestine/Israel), Palestinians were asked 

whether they traveled to the US, and both national groups were asked to specify how the 

number of visits they carried out to the opposite country. Furthermore, the participants 

were asked a multiple choice question, where they were asked to select all that applies to 

them with regards to their previous experience with members of the opposite national 

group. The participants were asked whether they have interacted face-to-face, have a 

friend, exchanged letters, chatted, exchanged Facebook messages, emailed or interacted 

through blogs with any members of the opposite national group.  

The sixth page dealt with the perceived images and stereotypes the participants 

have of members from the other national group. This section included eighteen 
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statements that the participants were requested to rate on a 5-point Likert-type scale. 

These statements were identified by looking at the previous literature that studied the 

images of Palestinians and Americans as perceived by each other. The researcher asked 

the same type of questions to all the participants, regardless of their nationality, with 

alteration of whom the questions were addressed to. For example, as the previous 

literature shows that Palestinians are portrayed as terrorists, so one of the statements in 

the pretest of the American participants is “I think Palestinians are terrorists”. The 

researcher believes that in order to maintain objectivity and refrain from subjective 

judgment, a similar statement should be rated by the Palestinian participants about how 

their perceive Americans.  

The seventh page included an open-ended question, where the participants are 

requested to write a short descriptive essay of how they perceive people from the other 

nationality. The purpose of this question, as mentioned earlier was to identify whether the 

participants have other image and stereotypes of their counterparts.  

The eighth and ninth sections of the pretest dealt with testing for the first set of 

control variables. The section has eight descriptive questions about the media usage of 

participants, and fourteen statements that are topic-specific. The statements will measure 

for which medium do the participants get their news from when it comes to the 

Palestinian-Israeli conflict and the United States of America.  

The tenth section requested the participants to self-report their political party 

identification, positioning on the liberalism-conservatism scale, political participation, 

and interest in International Relations. The eleventh page included three questions that 

were focused on the participants’ political knowledge, which were also rephrased and 
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modified according the participants’ nationality. The final, twelfth page, included five 

demographic questions about age, gender, ethnic/geographical background, level of 

education, and family income level.  

Experimental Treatment 

Participants from the control group were thanked upon submitting their answers, 

and were informed that they would be contacted in the period of a month to complete the 

posttest questionnaire. As for the participants of the experiment group, they were 

redirected from the pretest questionnaire webpage to the Facebook discussion group 

page. The researcher has personalized the setting the Facebook group in a way that 

participants will request to join the group, and the researcher, being the administrator of 

the group, will accept their requests. The reason for doing that is to control for two 

things: first, it allowed the researcher to accept the participants’ request after he made 

sure that they have filled out the pretest questionnaire and sent their consent forms, and 

second, it allowed the researcher to have some control over the timing the start point of 

discussion.  

After getting more than 70% of the experiment group participants pretest 

responses, the researcher accepted all the pending requests of participants to join the 

Facebook group. The researcher decided to start the discussions on April 4, 2008, 

convinced that since a high percentage of participants have been ready for the next stage 

of the study, it would cause some sort of disconnect and disinterest if the researcher 

waited for all the participant to request joining the group. Worthy of mentioning is that 

the researcher started collecting the data about two weeks before starting the discussion, 
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so any additional delay would have caused the risk of loosing participants, and raising the 

experimental mortality rate.  

Upon permitting participants to joint he Facebook group, the researcher sent a 

mass message through a special Facebook function to all the members of the group, 

informing the participants that the discussions have started and encouraging them to 

express their opinion on a variety of unlimited issues. The researcher also posted the 

same message on the main group discussion wall. In addition, the researcher posted the 

guidelines for participation as outlined by the Informed Consent Form, as a separate 

discussion topic. The guidelines included encouragement for active participation, call for 

good conduct, refraining from the use of insensitive, obscene, offensive, and/or harmful 

language, respect to other participants and their opinions, avoid posting irrelevant, 

offensive, insensitive, obscene, and/or harmful multimedia content, committing to 

confidentiality, and expressing genuine opinion (Please see Appendix D). 

Participants were informed that the Facebook group was a forum to discuss issues 

related to Palestine and the United States. They were also informed that they have the 

freedom to express their opinions in a confidential setting, and that the content of the 

discussion in the Facebook group will only be used for the purpose of the researcher’s 

Master’s thesis, as the participants will be referred to anonymously.  

The researcher administered the Facebook group, and kept track of the discussion 

among participants. The researchers acted as the facilitator of the discussion, at times 

when the discussion either slows down or derives from the topic of conversation. For 

example, to ignite the discussion, the researcher posed a few questions to generate 

discussion amongst the participants. To that matter, the researcher sent three follow-up 
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mass messages to the participants of the Facebook group encouraging them to participate, 

and highlighting the importance of their opinions.  

The interaction through the Facebook group was between April 4 – May 4, 2008. 

In total, there were 197 comments (more than 6 comments/day on average) posted on the 

various section of the Facebook group. The discussion started on the main group wall, 

and ended with 56 comments that were mainly focused on politics, the cross-national 

relations, media bias, and attitudes towards Palestinians and Americans. In addition, the 

participants started separate thematic categories in the Facebook group, which are 

referred to as “discussion topics.” The remaining 141 comments were divided into 12 

discussion topics, each ranging 1 to 30 comments. There was one photo posted on the 

photo section, and participants posted 5 media links in the “posted items” section, three 

of them were by American participants (Please see Figure 1).  

Figure 1. Facebook Group Main Page 
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Posttest 

After the one-month-interaction, all participants from both groups of the study; 

the experiment and control groups; were sent individual emails. Participants were 

thanked for their participation in the study, and requested to fill out the posttest 

questionnaire. Each individual email was matched with the participant’s specific code, as 

well as the special web-based questionnaire version, depending on the participant’s 

nationality and research group. However, the two groups of participants took different 

posttest questionnaires. Participants of the control group took the same questionnaire 

from the pretest. As mentioned earlier, each respondent was given a confidential and 

anonymous identity that will be preserved by the researcher (Please see Appendix E).  

The posttest given to the experiment group included 33 questions that are divided 

into nine pages, while the control group posttest has 21 questions divided into eight 

pages. The experiment group posttest measured all four of the dependent variables, in an 

attempt to measure the variance in the participants’ responses. Participants were sent 

another email a week after the previous email was sent reminding them to fill out the 

questionnaire. The researcher excluded the part from the pretest that inquires about the 

knowledge and usage of Facebook by the participants, as well as the demographic 

questions.  

Experiment group posttest 

The first page includes a question that asks the participants to insert the special 

code they were given. The answers of participants from the pretest will be matched with 

posttest answers for all participants. The first page also included two other scale 
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questions. The first of these questions dealt with measuring Facebook intensity, where 

participants were requested to rate six statements on a 5-point Likert-type scale (Strongly 

Agree to Strongly Disagree), the second question asked the participants to rate 5 

statements about their participation in the Facebook group as to whether they agree or 

disagree with them on 5-point Likert-type scale (Strongly Agree to Strongly Disagree). 

The second page included 12 questions dealing with measuring the level of 

interaction among the participants in the Facebook group. These questions were 

borrowed from Petrózi et al. (2007) that measure for the level of interaction and the tie 

strength in virtual social communities. In Petrózi’s et al. original study, the questions 

were open-ended, requesting respondents to name people whom they have developed 

positive/negative relationships with, trusted, requested support from or given support to, 

as well as questions asking about the intimacy, closeness, companionship and 

multiplexity of the interaction. In this study, the researcher transformed these questions to 

yes/no questions, while still asking the participants to name the other participants that 

correspond to their choices.  

The third page included one question where participants were asked to rate 12 

statements asking about their psychosocial well-being (self esteem and satisfaction with 

life). These questions were a replica of the ones in the pretest, and the reason for 

including them is to investigate whether online interaction can influence the individual 

and group psychosocial well-being  

The fourth and fifth pages included two questions dealing with social capital, in 

each of the questions the respondents were asked to rate 19 statements about their sense 

of bridging, bonding and maintained social capital, which were borrowed form Ellison et 
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al. (2007). The first question replicated the same statements for social capital form the 

pretest, while the second one had the statements rephrased in a way to fit the Facebook 

group discussion. The reason for having these two questions is to explore the influence of 

the online interaction on both the offline and online social capital. 

The sixth section of the questionnaire includes the same questions that were asked 

with regards to the image and stereotypes of each other. However, the researcher 

excluded the three first descriptive question that ask about the personal experience of the 

participants, and only included the 18 statements where the participants were required to 

rate the statements regarding the image they have of each other. After analyzing the essay 

questions from the pretest, the researcher could not find any prevalent description, images 

or stereotypes to be added to the list of statements, since participants either expressed the 

lack of experience with the opposite national group, or refrained from expressing 

descriptive opinions. It was noticeable that Palestinian participants, in many instances, 

made clear the distinction between the attitudes towards the US government and its 

foreign policy, and their feelings towards the American people. On the other hand, many 

American respondents expressed no attitude towards the Palestinians due to limited 

experience, and expressed their opinions within the framework of media images, while 

mentioning how the US media is biased against Palestinians.  

The seventh and eighth pages of the posttest measured for the media usage, in 

general, and with regards to news related to the Palestinian-Israeli conflict. The ninth 

page included asked the participants to position themselves on the liberalism-

conservatism scale, express their interest in International politics, in addition to asking 

the same three questions about political knowledge. The reason for excluding the other 
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control and demographic variables is because the researcher has all these information 

from the pretest, and thought that it will save some space and time for the posttest, 

especially that there were new questions to be asked.  

Control group posttest 

The control group posttest was a trimmed-down version of the pretest. There were 

21 questions grouped into eight pages. Following is a brief description of the control 

posttest pages (sections):  

1. Two questions: participants code, and the six-item scale question about 

Facebook intensity;  

2. One question: 12-item psychosocial well-being scale; 

3. One question: 19-item social capital scale; 

4. One question: 18-item image and stereotypes scale; 

5. 8 multiple-choice questions on media use; 

6. One question: 14-item scale on media assessment and usage; and,  

7. 4 multiple-choice questions on control variables.  

It is worth mentioning that the researcher is well aware of the disadvantages of 

repeated measures, be them “carryover effects” or the fact that since the questions from 

both the pretest and posttest overlap, that participants “may figure out the purpose behind 

the experiment” (Wimmer & Dominick, 2006, p. 242). With regards to carryover effects, 

the experiment is considered a field online experiment, where the manipulation of 

variables was governed by the field developments that might occur during the online 

interaction amongst the participants. Hence, the manipulation of the experiment was 

controlling for a daily practice of the participants, which should not have an excessive 
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influence over their responses to both questionnaires. With regards to knowing the 

purpose of the experiment, the researcher believes that the period of one month that 

separates the two questionnaires is enough time for them to forget the specifics of the 

questions asked in the two questionnaires. Furthermore, having an online interaction, 

where the fact that the participants will engage in the experiment in the convenience of 

their own personal computers and in their own comfortable environments produces a high 

potential for expressing their own genuine opinions through their interaction with the 

other participants in the Facebook group. Since the researcher intends to qualitatively 

analyze the content of the discussion group, these results present a valid check for the 

significance of the results of the questionnaires.  

Data Analysis 

The results were analyzed on two stages. The first one was the quantitative 

analysis of the pretest and posttest results, where the researcher used the Stiatistical 

Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) software to conduct repeated measures ANOVA. 

The second stage of data analysis concerned qualitatively analyzing the text documented 

through the Facebook group. Signifiers and major thematic categories were analyzed and 

matched with quantitative results.  
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CHAPTER FOUR: RESULTS AND FINDINGS 

 

 

 

As mentioned earlier, the study recruited Palestinian and American young people 

(N=136) to take part in this online field experiment. Participants were divided into two 

research groups; experiment group who was exposed to the experimental treatment 

(Facebook interaction) in addition to filling out the pretest and posttest questionnaire, and 

the control group, whose members only took the pretest and posttest questionnaires.  

Summary of the Research Hypotheses 

This research aimed at understanding how young Palestinians and American can 

influence each other’s perceived images and stereotypes through an online social 

networking setting (Facebook interaction). In addition, the research also aimed at 

investigating whether the participants’ level of interaction would be positively 

influenced, as well as their psychosocial well-being and social capital. Following is a 

summary of the main research hypotheses:  

H 1: Online social networking will positively influence the level of 
interaction among participants cross-culturally/cross-nationally.  

H 2: Online social networking will positively influence the psychosocial 
well-being of participants from both national groups.    

H 3: Online social networking will positively influence the participants’ 
social capital (bridging, bonding, and maintained social capital). 

H 4: Online social networking will have a positive influence on the 
perceived images and stereotypes participants have of members of the 
other national group.   
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H 5: Participants’ nationality will have an influence on the way they 
interact through online social networking (their level of interaction, 
psychosocial well-being, and social capital).   

H 6: Participants nationality will have an influence on the change in 
perceptions and image they have of each other.  
 

Who are the Participants? 

The study involved having young Palestinians and American interact with each 

other through an online social networking setting (Facebook group), with the aim of 

investigating the impact they would have on each other. In order to understand the results 

of this study, the researcher believed that the results have to be put into context, through 

exploring more of the description of the sample.  

Facebook usage 

The pretest questionnaire asked the participants about their usage habits of 

Facebook. Results show that all participants, without exclusion, had a Facebook account, 

and the highest percentage (23.3%) of participants have been using it for over 29 months. 

While Palestinian participants appeared to be novice users, with less than half of the 

respondents (42.0%) self-reporting that they have been using Facebook for 6-11 months, 

more than a third (37.1%) of the American participants self-reported that they have been 

using Facebook for more than 29 months. In terms of the amount of time allocated to use 

Facebook, respondents were more likely to self-report using it between a half to one-and-

a-half hour per day (Mean=3.36). With regards to the number of Facebook friends the 

participants have, the highest percentage (30.0%) is for “400 friends or more,” yet the 

means shows that the overall group of participants tends to approach the category “201-

250 friends,” with about 2.5 points for mean difference between the answers of 

Palestinian and American participants.  
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The table below also shows some descriptive statistics for the Facebook intensity. 

By looking at the means, we can infer that the American participants self-reported higher 

Facebook intensity, bearing in mind that the lower the mean, the more participants agreed 

with the stated, since the scale was from strongly agree to strongly disagree (Please see 

Table 10).  
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Media use 

The participants were asked in the pretest to self-report their media use. The 

results show that the Internet comes in the first place, with regards to both their weekly 

and daily usage. As for their weekly media use, Internet was followed by television, 

newspaper, and then radio. On the other hand, when the participants were asked about the 

time they allocate daily for using the four media types, Internet was followed by 

newspaper, television, and then radio.  
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Level of Interaction 

The first research hypothesis dealt with testing the level of interaction among the 

participants of the study, which was only tested for the experiment group, due to the fact 

that the control group was not exposed to the experimental treatment. The level of 

interaction was measured by asking the participants 12-yes/no questions about the 

relationships, trust, support, companionship, intimacy, multiplexity and closeness they 

developed with the other participants throughout their interaction via the Facebook group. 

A Chi-Square analysis was carried out and it yielded in the partial support of the first 

hypothesis.  

Positive Relationships 

The results showed significant correlation for positive relationship among 

participants (X2(df)=4.380, p=.036), as well as the measure for companionship and 

closeness (X2(df)=3.912, p=.048). By looking at the descriptive statistics for these two 

questions, we can see that Americans were more likely to self-report the development of 

positive relationship (51.2%, z=1.0), when compared to Palestinians (26.7%, z=-1.2). 

Inversely, when asked as to whether they would like to meet anyone from the Facebook 

group (companionship/closeness), Palestinians were influenced in a more positive way 

(46.2%, z=1.3), in comparison with Americans, who had a lower percentage (23.3%, 

z=.1.0) of participants expressing their willingness to meet any group member.   
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The ‘Big Lost Fan’! 

Signs of positive relationships among the participants started to emerge early after 

the discussion started (Please see Appendix F for complete documentation of Facebook 

group discussions). Although political discussion were clear-cut factual and opinionated, 
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a Palestinian participant started a discussion topic under the title “Common interests…” 

where she asked the participants to express what could be “points we share in life” 

Hello everyone, I believe that we “youth” as much we are different, I still 

believe that we can have points we share in life. For example, ambitions, 

dreams and even music… etc 

I’ll mention some of my interests… and I hope you guys tell me some of 

yours too. Well I’m 19 I love music, writing poems in English and graphic 

design.  

And btw [by the way] I’m a Lost [American television show] big big fan, I 

guess it’s the best American export to the world :D 

I wonder if you guys would be interested in listening to Palestinian 

Folklore music? 

Anyways, looking forward for you[r] replies ;) (Post by a Palestinian 

participant in the “Common Interests…” discussion topic, April 6, 2008) 

Throughout this discussion topic, twelve participants, ten of whom were 

Americans, were involved until the end of the discussion period in sharing their interests 

on a variety of topics. Several American participants shared their admiration of the 

American TV series “Lost” with their Palestinian counterparts. An American participant 

responded: “I agree it might be the best American export yet. Coca-Cola is pretty darn 

good, though.” The Palestinian participant comment also led to other favorable responses, 

where people shared their interests in music, writing, and graphic design. The prevalent 

theme for ‘common interests’ was entertainment and entertainment media. The 

Palestinian participant responded to an American’s post by saying “Well lool [laugh out 
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loud] I can’t imagine what life would look like without TV, but I live in Gaza so no [TV] 

no fun!” Furthermore, participants started sharing their favorite music genres, such as 

country music and rock, among others. What was interesting is that nearly all the 

discussion was carried out between the ten American participants and one of the 

Palestinians, who is a female living in the Gaza Strip. The interaction became a sort of a 

cultural exchange platform, where points of commonality were expressed, and the fact 

that people have different opinions and tastes in music and culture was an added value for 

diversity and respect to each other’s opinions.  

Companionship and Closeness 

With regards to the question about companionship and closeness, which asked the 

participants as to whether they would like to meet a member of the Facebook group, 

several participants answered that they wanted to meet specific members of the group, 

both cross- and intra-nationally, in addition, several were general in expressing that they 

have a desire to meet everyone from the Facebook group. An example from one of the 

discussion topics of the Facebook group – titled “A Thought” – a Palestinian female 

participant posed the question “why we should know about each other?” to have 

responses from two other participants, one Palestinian and one American. The Palestinian 

participant responded by saying: “yes as nations we have to know about the existence to 

each others as [long as] we live in [the] globalization era.” Another American participant 

emphasized the fact that there is a “dual poor representation” of Palestinians and 

Americans. She continues: “As I hear about the conflicts that some Palestinians are 

involved in, I have a desire to know more than the argument discussed at the surface.” 
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Another example of the development of close relationships and a sense of 

companionship among participants was indicated by another discussion topic, where 

participants discussed dating, relationships and marriage. The topic was created on April 

21, 2008, roughly three weeks after the beginning of the discussions. Looking at the posts 

of participants, we can see inference that the participants started feeling more close to 

each other, especially that they were sharing intimate details about their personal lives. 

For example, an American participant shared with the group the fact that she has been 

dating her boyfriend for 7 years and that they are planning to get married within the next 

three years. Another participant, a Palestinian, said: “I’m single, dating is not an option 

for me, because it’s not accepted to me or to my family and for most to my religion. But 

you know I hope I get married the “modern” way.” By the “modern way,” the participant 

was referring to how young males and females in the Palestinian society meet in public 

place, such as their workplace, and the man “tells his mom also about this girl, the mom 

and her gang go to family house of the girl and ask for her hands, and they get engaged 

the next day.”  

Participants also discussed the issue of religion and marriage, where they shared 

opinions about inter-faith marriages, and how “it’s easier when both people have the 

same faith” (post of American participant, April 28, 2008).  

Negative Relationships 

The results also showed that the question on negative relationship was 

approaching significance (X2=3.035, p=.081), as the majority of participants answered 

‘no’ when they were asked whether there was someone in the Facebook group they did 

not like. Worthy of mentioning is that a higher percentage of Americans (16.3%, z=1.1), 
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when compared to Palestinians (3.3%, z=-1.3), self-reported that there were people from 

the Facebook group whom they did not like. There were several comments posted both 

on the Facebook group main wall and within the discussion topics that are thought to 

have generated negative attitudes toward some of the participants. The negative attitudes 

were both cross and intra-national.  

For example, on April 9, 2008, about five days from the start of the discussion a 

Palestinian participant posted his opinion about the media coverage and the “American 

people[‘s” level of knowledge about what is happening around the world.  

Hi guys,  

Well, just a thought to share with you about the American Media. 

It is a fact that the American media is biased, and it is a fact that the 

American people are ignorant to what happens elsewhere in the world, 

whether in Palestina/Israel, Afghanistan, Iraq, Kosovo… etc. most of these 

conflicts going on in the World – and esp. in the Middle East- are 

American –caused and/or influenced. [….] As you can see from the news, 

and from movies where the American soldiers, who are OCCUPIERS are 

the heroes, against the OCCUPIED “freedom fighters” who appear to be 

the terrorist rebels. […] The American media hides the truth from the 

American people, and it involves its people in a scandal of deceitfulness 

against the world. […] (post by a Palestinian participant, April 9, 2008, 

Facebook group wall) 

Such a comment resulted in some harsh responses from a number of participants, 

both Palestinians and Americans. An American responded: “I wouldn’t suggest starting 
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an argument by boldly suggesting an entire nation is ignorant. That’s just being… what’s 

the word? Besides, I looked into this whole Palestinian/Israeli conflict and I didn’t find 

any “American influence.”” The Palestinian participant answered back: “I would like to 

clarify I did not refer to the whole nation as ignorant, its just the stereotype a person gets 

about another people, a stereotype by definition is hasty generalization…” and then the 

participant supported his argument with ‘factual’ information of the reasons for an 

‘American influence’ on the Palestinian-Israeli conflict, such as mentioning the extent of 

the U.S. financial and political support to Israel.  

This interaction between the two participants also brought other participants into 

the discussion. An American participant argued:  

So I believe that there are (or were at that time) a large number of 

Americans citizens who believe (believed) that the US soldiers were 

acting as freedom fighters and that the Iraqi government suppressing their 

peoples’ rights could be considered as terrorist. Especially since their 

leader, Saddam Hussein was listed on the terrorist watch group. (yes I 

know the US put Saddam in power but that is a completely different 

discussion). 

The Palestinian participant responded by stating the number of people killed in 

Iraq since the war had started and expressing: “… so what ever  the Americans were 

doing in Iraq, its definitely not to spread democracy, and for peace for the Iraqi 

[people]… it should be mentioned here and now, the Iraq lived its [quietest], most 

peaceful, and biggest economic growth was during the Saddam Hussein reign.” Another 

Palestinian participant responded to this comment by saying that one should not regard 
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Hussein’s regime as a better situation than the current one, yet the participant also 

criticized what the US government is doing in Iraq: “Saddam is a monster so is the 

American policy maker in D.C..”  

What could be derived from the previous set of comments is that sometimes 

differences in opinions might generate signs of negative relationships, especially when 

participants expressed personal opinion in a generalized sense and a stereotypical 

manner. The American participant considered the phrase “all American people are 

ignorant” offensive. The same happened when another American participant denied the 

influence of the US on the Palestinian-Israeli conflict, which was also met with sharp 

responses.  

Despite the fact that the other nine questions resulted in insignificant results, yet 

by looking at the descriptive statistics of the questions, we can see some trends emerging 

from the answers of the participants. For example, when looking at the two questions 

measuring for trust, we can see that Americans (20%, z=.3)) were more likely to express 

that they have trusted and/or have been trusted by a member of the Facebook group, 

while Palestinians had a lower percentage (10%, z=-.4). With regards to the three 

questions measuring support, both Palestinian (28.6%, z=-.2) and American (32.6%, 

z=.2) participants self-reported positive responses to the question “is there anyone in the 

Facebook group that you feel you could as for help or a favor?” Another example is the 

second question of multiplexity “is there anyone from the Facebook group participants 

that you would like to have a discussion with about topics other than those of the 

Facebook group?” Palestinian and American participants had relatively high percentages 

(26.9%, 39.5%, respectively) with regards to their positive answers for that question.  
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Psychosocial Well-Being 

The second hypothesis tested whether the participants’ psychosocial well-being 

would be positively influenced as a result of online social networking. Psychosocial well-

being was measured by combining two different scales; the self-esteem scale, and the 

Satisfaction with Life Scale (SWLS). For this study, the researcher carried out repeated 

measures ANOVA tests for psychosocial well-being as a combined scale, as well as 

separately for the two sub-measures (self esteem and SWLS) separately. The researcher 

also computed all the items from the two scales into one variable that was set to measure 

the participants’ psychosocial well-being.  

The results showed that there was a main effect for time (pretest – posttest) on 

psychosocial well-being (F=45.533, p<.001). Participants of both the experiment and 

control group have shown a positive change in their psychosocial well-being when their 

self-report answers were compared between the pretest and the posttest (Please see Table 

14). The results also showed that there was a main effect of time on the participants’ 

satisfaction with life (F=8.940, p=.003) for the experiment, as well as the control group. 

The participants’ satisfaction with life was positively influenced over time (Please see 

Table 15).  
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Figure 2. Psychosocial Well-Being and SWLS, by Time and Research Group 

 
Two repeated measures plots for psychosocial well-being (left) and satisfaction with life 
scale (right), by time (within-subjects) and research group (between-subjects), where 
items were measured on a 5-point scale ranging between 1=strongly agree and 5=strongly 
disagree. 

 

As the study was focused on understanding how online social networking through 

a closed Facebook group would influence the participants’ psychosocial well, the 

significance (or insignificance) of the experimental treatment grouping (research group) 

signified whether online social networking has resulted or contributed in the change and 

its direction. Hence, the results showed no main effect for the research group on self-

esteem (F=.154, p=.695), satisfaction with life (F=1.605, p=.208), and the overall 

measure of psychosocial well-being (F=1.185, p=.279). What this means is that we are 

not quite sure whether online social networking through the Facebook group was the 

reason for the positive change of the participants’ psychosocial well-being over time.  

Hypothesis (H5.2) tested for the influence of nationality on the psychosocial well-

being of participants. The results showed a main effect for both time (F=44.569, p<.001) 

and nationality (F=8.725, p=.004) on the psychosocial well-being of participants, where 

Palestinian and American participants showed significant positive change over time 

(Please see Table 16). In addition, there was a main effect for both time (F=8.251, 

p=.005) and nationality (F=12.276, p=.001) over the participants’ satisfaction with life, 
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which was positively influence over time (Please see Table 17). With regards to self-

esteem, the results indicated a positive influence over time with results approaching 

significance (F=3.614, p=.060).  
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Figure 3. Psychosocial Well-Being and SWLS by Time and Nationality 

  
Two repeated measures plots for psychosocial well-being (left) and satisfaction with life 
scale (right), by time (within-subjects) and nationality (between-subjects), where items 
were measures on a 5-point scale, ranging between 1=strongly agree and 5=strongly 
disagree 
 

The experimental treatment grouping (research group) did not have a significant 

effect on self-esteem, satisfaction with life, and overall psychosocial well-being over 

time. This tells us that the positive change in the participants’ psychosocial well-being 
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(self-esteem and satisfaction with life) is not surely a result of online social networking 

via Facebook, especially that there was a significant positive change of the psychosocial 

well-being of the participants from the experiment group (Facebook group), where time 

was a main effect (F=30.698, p<.001). The experiment group participants’ satisfaction 

with life was positively influenced over time, with results approaching significance 

(F=3.210, p=.078), with a significant influence of nationality (F=6.035, p=.028).   

By looking at these results, we can infer that the psychosocial well-being of 

participants (combined measure), and the separate measure for the satisfaction with life, 

were influenced over time, yet due to the fact that the research group was insignificant in 

its influence over time, we are not sure that the change is due to the participation and 

interaction through the Facebook group. Hence, the second hypothesis was supported.  

 “*Sigh*” 

Reflecting on these results from the content of the Facebook group discussions, 

there was one discussion topic, titled “What do Americans know about Gaza strip?” 

where a Palestinian participants asked her counterparts about the type of information they 

have about the Gaza Strip. An American participant answered her questions: “as far as 

the media coverage of the Gaza strip in America, we tend to hear about it only in relation 

to violence.” The participants ended his comment by asking a question to the Palestinian 

participants about “what exactly is going on in Gaza?” The Palestinian female participant 

responded: “*Sigh* where to start talking about Gaza? If you watch Lost, you’ll find 

resemblance between Gaza and The Island,” and continued in explaining how the siege 

and the conflict influence her daily life and lives of her peers. The participant here 

showed signs of sadness about her living situations, and even more sadness that the 
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‘world doesn’t know’ about her suffering. Another participants from Gaza explained the 

situation by posting a comment on the Facebook group wall: 

Hi to all, I have posted a photo of my car after being converted from 

Gazoline into cooking Gas due to the siege imposed on Gaza by the Israeli 

side, and now I can’t even use the Gas, because the Gas also was banned 

by the Israeli authorities!!! […] If anyone say[s] that this siege [is] 

because of HAMAS radical movement, I will answer: the only victims of 

such [a] siege is the [average] citizens living in Gaza, and HAMAS 

leaders do not even feel [the consequences] of the siege, where every thing 

is offered for them, and personally I believe that we “GAZANS” were 

taken hostage by HAMAS, so we shouldn’t be punished by the world in 

addition. (Comment posted by Palestinian participant, April 15, 2008).  

In another discussion topic titled “who influences Palestinian opinion,” some of 

the comments of Palestinians showed indicators or symptoms of low satisfaction with life 

and psychosocial well-being. A Palestinian female participant posted on April 5, 2008: 

“we as Palestinians, do live in a different situation that controls our life and directs it 

unconsciously toward many directions that might be against or with the Americans.” On 

a different level, one of the American participants shared her personal experience with 

the Palestinian-Israeli conflict. The participant expressed her feelings towards the 

situation in the occupied Palestinian territory by saying: “hearing story after story about 

just how much the occupation has affected their lives also changed my life, my views, 

and my perception of what was REALLY occurring there.”  
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Figure 4. Discussion Topic Post: Digging Deeper into American Activism 

 
Post by an American participants from the Facebook group on the discussion topic 
“Digging Deeper into American Activism in support of Palestine,” posted on April 5, 
2008 at 10.04 a.m. 
 

 

Social Capital 

The measure for social capital was formulated through combining three separate 

measures that were developed by Ellison al. (2007) based on Putnam’s conceptualization 

of social capital. The three sub-measures for social capital were: bridging social capital, 

bonding social capital, and maintained social capital. The third research hypothesis dealt 

with measuring the influence of online social networking over social capital and its three 

sub-measures. The measure was analyzed as a whole, as well as the sub-measures for 

social capital, by computing separate variables for each of them. The results showed that 
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time (pretest-posttest) had a significant positive influence on the overall social capital 

measure (F=4.187, p=.043), yet with no significant main effect for research group 

(F=.753, p=.388) (Please see Table 18 & Figure 5).  
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Figure 5. Social Capital by Time and Research Group 

 
Repeated measures plot for overall social capital, by time (within-subjects) and research 
group (between-subjects), where items were measured on a 5-point scale ranging between 
1=strongly agree and 5=strongly disagree.  

 
The researcher, as mentioned above, computed separate variables for the sub-

measures of social capital. As for bridging social capital, it was not significantly 

influenced by time (F=.001, p=.976), nor by research group (F=1.453, p=.231). Similarly, 

time did not significantly influence bonding social capital (F=.012, p=.911), as well as 

research group, which had no main effect on bonding social capital (F=.034, p=.855). 

Maintained social capital was neither significantly influenced by time, nor by research 

group.  

Hypothesis (H5.3) dealt with investigating the influence of nationality over the 

participants’ social capital. The participants’ overall social capital was positively 

influenced by both time (F=5.858, p=.017) and nationality (11.101, p=.001), where the 
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results showed that both Palestinian and American participants were positively influenced 

over time (Please see Table 19). Furthermore, nationality had a main effect on bridging 

social capital (F=12.119, p=.001) and maintained social capital (F=8.881, p=.004), in 

addition to results approaching significance with regards to bonding social capital 

(F=3.811, p=.054). What these numbers give us is an indication that Palestinian and 

American participants differed in terms of their bridging, bonding and maintained social 

capital. 

 

When analyzing the results of the experiment group separately, it was shown that 

there was a main effect for both time (F=5.116, p=.027) and nationality (F=5.157, 

p=.002) on the overall social capital measure, where both Palestinian and American 

participants were positively influenced in terms of their social capital over time (Please 

see Table 20 & Figure 6). The nationality of the experiment group participants had a 
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main effect on bridging social capital (F=11.417, p=.001), bonding social capital 

(F=4.821, p=.032), and maintained social capital (F=7.139, p=.010). What this means is 

that Palestinian and American participants of the experiment group differed in terms of 

their bridging, bonding and maintained social capital. 
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Figure 6: Overall Social Capital of Experiment Group by Time and Nationality 

 
Repeated measures plot for overall social capital, by time (within-subjects) and 
nationality (between-subjects), where items were measured on a 5-point scale ranging 
between 1=strongly agree and 5=strongly disagree.  

 
By looking at the previous results, we can infer that the third research hypothesis, 

which tested for the influence of online social networking on the participants’ social 

capital, was statistically supported. However, due to the fact that research group, which is 

the group division amongst the participants of the study according to whether or not they 

were exposed to the experimental treatment (Facebook group), makes us not very sure 

that the change in the participants’ social capital was due to online social networking, as 

the results suggested that participants from the experiment group, who were exposed to 

the experimental treatment, did self-report a change in their social capital over the two 

periods of testing (pretest and posted).  
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“Noticing the Little Things…” 

Throughout the Facebook group interaction, there were many indicators for how 

the participants perceived their social capital, especially with regards to their relationship 

with others in their communities and their role in the society. One of the discussion topics 

was titled “Noticing the little things …” through which participants expressed how 

different they are from each other in relation to social norms and personal characteristics. 

Several American participants expressed how they think that a main difference between 

Americans and other national groups is the’ demand for personal space and 

individualism.’ An American asked his peers: “do we really need more personal space? 

It’s certainly reflected in the layout of our country.” Another American participant 

responded: “I think we are much more individualistic than many cultures, and that we 

place much more emphasis on personal space […] Living in a college dorm for a few 

years was certainly a refreshing break from caring so much about personal space,” yet, 

the participant notified that as soon these years are over, people tend to “go back to 

wanting their space. A lot.”  

A Palestinian participant responded by describing how close-knit the Palestinian 

community is, she says: “neighbors are sooooo close to each others, that sometimes I hear 

that they borrow clothes from each others.” An American participant commented on the 

need for personal space: “It seems like American are increasingly distrustful and afraid 

that other people are dangerous, and that’s why we always keep to ourselves.” Another 

American responded to the previous comment: “I for one feel like I keep to myself partly 

because my neighbors are idiots who play bad rap music at all hours, but also because 

I’m so busy that when I actually am home, I just want to chill out by myself.”  
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Offline versus Online Social Capital 

The participants in the study were requested to self-report their bridging, bonding, 

and maintained social capital in both the pretest and posttest. However, the researcher 

added a modified measure for social capital in the pretest of the experiment group, who 

were exposed to the experimental treatment (Facebook interaction), which granted the 

researcher the opportunity to investigate the offline vs. online social capital. The data was 

analyzed only for the participants of the experiment group only, since those who took 

part in the control group were not asked about the Facebook social capital. All results for 

bridging, bonding, maintained and overall social capital were highly significant, resulting 

in the understanding that there was a major difference between the way participants 

perceived their offline versus online social capital.  

As for bridging social capital, both the nature of social capital (F=9.545, p<.001), 

nationality (F=8.390, p=.005), and the interaction between social capital and nationality 

(F=3.481, p=.042) had  a main effect on bridging social capital. It is prevalent from the 

analysis that both national groups participating in the experiment group perceived online 

bridging social capital in a lesser sense than offline social capital. Palestinians answers 

for bridging social capital varied when compared between the pretest (2.37, S.D.=.777), 

the posttest (2.44, S.D.=.831), and the Facebook (2.57, S.D.=.516), consequently, the 

Americans answers also varied when compared between the pretest (1.92, S.D.=.516), the 

posttest (1.85, S.D.=.552), and the Facebook specific social capital (2.35, S.D.=.516). 

Both national groups are observed to perceive offline bridging social capital in a much 

more positive way than online bridging social capital, bearing in mind the scale used 

ranged from strongly agree to strongly disagree (Please see Table 21 & Figure 7).  
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Figure 7: Bridging Social Capital of Experiment Group  
by Nature of Social Capital and Nationality 

 
Repeated measures plot for bridging social capital of Experiment Group, by nature of 
social capital (within-subjects) and nationality (between-subjects), where items were 
measured on a 5-point scale ranging between 1=strongly agree and 5=strongly disagree.  

 

Bonding social capital was also significantly influenced by the nature of the 

measure (offline vs. online) with respect to social capital (F=58.320, p<.001) and the 

interaction between the nature of social capital and nationality (F=3.737, p=.030). 

Nationality had no a main effect on offline-online bonding social capital. Palestinian and 

American participants of the experiment research group perceived offline bonding social 

capital more positively than online bonding social capital.  
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Figure 8. Bonding Social Capital of Experiment Group  
by Nature of Social Capital and Nationality 

 
Repeated measures plot for bonding social, by nature of social capital (within-subjects) 
and nationality (between-subjects), where items were measured on a 5-point scale 
ranging between 1=strongly agree and 5=strongly disagree.  

 

Similarly, maintained social capital varied according to the offline and online 

nature, where the nature of social capital had a significant main effect on social capital 

(F=20.299, p<.001), as well as the interaction between the nature and nationality 

(F=6.395, p=.003), with no significant influence for nationality (F=.963, p=.331) (Please 

See Table 23, & Figure 9).  
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Figure 9. Maintained Social Capital of Experiment Group 
by Nature of Social Capital and Nationality 

 
Repeated measures plot for maintained social capital, by nature of social capital (within-
subjects) and nationality (between-subjects), where items were measured on a 5-point 
scale ranging between 1=strongly agree and 5=strongly disagree.  

 
 

Finally, overall social capital was perceived differently by participants, when they 

were asked as to whether they agree with the scale items for the offline versus the online 

social capital. The nature of social capital significantly influenced the way participants 

perceived their social capital (F=42.109, p<.001), as well as the interaction between the 

nature and nationality (F=6.131, p=.004), along with nationality approaching significance 

(F=3.912, p=.053) (Please see Table 24 & Figure 10).  
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Figure 10. Overall Social Capital of Experiment Group  
by Nature of Social Capital and Nationality 

 
Repeated measures plot for offline overall social capital by nature of social capital 
(within-subjects) and nationality (between-subjects), where items were measured on a 5-
point scale ranging between 1=strongly agree and 5=strongly disagree.  

 

The findings suggested that the influence of online social networking on social 

capital is that interacting with their counterparts from a different country can influence 

the way American and Palestinian participants perceived their social capital, in relation to 

how they feel towards their community and their role in it (offline social capital). 

However, due to the fact that research group was not significant, we cannot be very sure 

that the positive change was due to the online interaction. Hence, the third hypothesis is 

statistically supported. However, this high social capital was not translated when it was 
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measured with regards to the online community itself, which was formed as a result of 

online social networking through the closed Facebook group. Hence, the results suggest 

that the participants of the study perceived higher positive attitude towards their role in 

the ‘offline’ community, when compared with their ‘online’ social capital.   

 

Images and Stereotype 

The fourth research hypothesis deals with the perceived image and stereotype that 

American and Palestinian participants have of each other. The results showed that the 

hypothesis was significantly supported. The researcher split the 18-item scale into two, 

depending on whether the statements were related to negative or positive images and 

stereotypes. The first scale, negative images and stereotypes, was computed with the first 

six variables of the overall scale. The combined items asked participants to express 

whether they agreed or disagreed (1=strongly agree – 5=strongly disagree) that members 

of the opposite national group were terrorists, violent, do not respect women, have 

different views of life when compared to them, and are all alike. Another variable was 

also included in the negative images and stereotype factor, comprised of a question that 

asked Americans whether they think “the goal of Palestinians is to wipe out Israel,” and 

the Palestinians whether they think “the goal of Americans is to wipe out Iraq.” On the 

other hand, another factor was computed by combining 10 other variables from the scale, 

which were thought to be positive, such as, innocent, peaceful, value life, generous, and 

religious, as well as whether the participants would trust, ask for a favor from, can be 

friends with, can discuss topics with, and would like to meet a member of the opposite 

national group. Two variables from the original scale were excluded, since their direction 
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was either not parallel with regards to the two national groups, or more factual rather than 

attitudinal.  

The results showed a significant change with regards to the overall images 

perceived by Palestinian and American participants with a main effect for research group 

(F=5.408, p=.022), in addition to influences approaching significance for time (F=3.228, 

p=.075) and the interaction between time and research group (F=3.196, p=.077). It is 

shown that participants of the experiment group changed over time as their mean for the 

overall image was (2.39, S.D.=.411) in the pretest, as it dropped down to (2.26, 

S.D.=.394) in the posttest, meaning that there was a positive influence in the images 

perceived of each other, due to the fact that the measurement scale was rated between 

(1=strongly agree to 5=strongly disagree). This suggests that there was a positive change 

in the overall images held by the participants of the experiment group, while, no change 

was observed for participants of the control group (Please see Table 25, & Figure 11).  
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Figure 11. Overall Image by Time and Research Group 

 
Repeated measures plot for overall image, by time (within-subjects) and research group 
(between-subjects), where items were measured on a 5-point scale ranging between 
1=strongly agree and 5=strongly disagree.  

 
 

As mentioned earlier, items that entailed positive associations were computed into 

a new variable called “positive image.” The result showed that positive images were 

significantly influenced by time (F=4.480, p=.037), research group (F=5.220, p=.024), 

and the interaction between time and research group (F=4.513, p=.036). As shown in  

(Table 26), participants of the experiment group were positively influenced over time, 

while the control group participants were not, which suggests that this positive change for 
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the experiment group participants was due to online social networking via the Facebook 

group (Please see Figure 12).  
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Figure 12. Positive Image by Time and Research Group 

 
Repeated measures plot for positive image, by time (within-subjects) and research group 
(between-subjects), where items were measured on a 5-point scale ranging between 
1=strongly agree and 5=strongly disagree.  

 
 

The items that entailed negative associations were computed into the “negative 

image” variable. The results showed that the influence of the research group on negative 

image approached significance (F=3.235, p=.075), yet with no main effect for time 

(F=.491, p=.485), nor for the interaction between time and group (F=.511, p=.476). By 

looking at the results we can see there was a slight positive change within the experiment 

group with regards to the negative image, yet no change at all for the control group 

(Please see Table 27). This is also illustrated in the repeated measures plot, which shows 
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that the experiment group members showed positive change for the negative images. It is 

worthy of mentioning that the items for the negative image variables were reversed to 

make sure they are on the same direction with the positive one, as they were computed 

into the “overall image” variable, as shown above. Having said that a decrease in the 

means for the pretest and posttest of the negative image, shows more agreement to 

reversed negative images, which indicates an improvement in the experiment group 

towards more disagreement of the negative association of each other, hence, more 

positive attitudes (Please see Figure 13).  

 



 117 

 
Figure 13. Negative Image by Time and Research Group 

 
 

Repeated measures plot for negative image, by time (within-subjects) and research group 
(between-subjects), where items were measured on a 5-point scale ranging between 
1=strongly agree and 5=strongly disagree.  

 
 

The results suggested that there is a positive change of the overall images 

perceived by the participants of the experiment group. They also illustrated a positive 

change with regards to the positive image, which suggested that the positive associations 

and attitudes perceived by the experiment group members have been enhanced as a result 

of online social networking through the Facebook group. Furthermore, there was also a 

slight improvement with regards to the negative images and stereotypes perceived by the 

experiment group members, which also suggests that the Facebook group interaction 
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contributed to the partial elimination or improvement with regards to negative images and 

stereotypes. We can infer from here that the fourth hypothesis is significantly supported.  

The results showed a main effect for research group on the overall image, 

negative image and positive image (approaching significance), illustrating positive 

change within the experiment group participants, while having little or no change 

amongst the participants of the control group. Having said this, the sixth hypothesis 

predicted that nationality would have an influence over the participants as a result of 

online social networking with regards to the images and stereotypes perceived by the 

participants. For this purpose, the results of the images and stereotypes are analyzed for 

the participant of the experiment group only with reference to nationality as the 

independent variable, especially that there was no change within the control group. 

Having said this, we can infer that the fourth research hypothesis was supported.  

The results showed a significant positive change in the images and stereotypes 

perceived by the participants of the experiment group. Both time (F=8.889, p=.004) and 

nationality (F=17.985, p<.001) had a main effect on overall image (Please see Table 28). 

It is shown than both Palestinians and Americans have self-reported positive change in 

their images and stereotypes about each other over the two testing periods of the study 

(pretest and posttest), yet with higher change for the American participants (Please see 

Figure 14).  
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Figure 14. Overall Image (Experiment Group) by Time and Nationality 

 
Repeated measures plot for overall image, by time (within-subjects) and nationality 
(between-subjects), where items were measured on a 5-point scale ranging between 
1=strongly agree and 5=strongly disagree.  

 
Positive image was also significantly influenced over time and in a positive way 

for the participants of the experiment group, in addition to having a significant main 

effect for nationality. The results showed that there is a main effect for time (F=14.21, 

p<.001), and nationality (F=12.120, p=.001) on positive image (Please see Table 29). 

This illustrated that there was, also, an enhancement of the positive images and 

stereotypes perceived by Palestinian and American participants about each other as a 

result of online social networking through the Facebook group (Please see Figure 15). 
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Figure 15. Positive Image (Experiment Group) by Time and Nationality 

 
Repeated measures plot for positive image, by time (within-subjects) and nationality 
(between-subjects), where items were measured on a 5-point scale ranging between 
1=strongly agree and 5=strongly disagree.  

 

Finally, negative image was also influenced by the nationality of the experiment 

group participants. The results show that there is a main effect for nationality over 

negative image (F=11.463, p=.001), while time (F=.513, p=.477) and the interaction 

between time and nationality (F=1.292, p=.260) were not significant. What this means is 

that there was a difference between how Palestinians and Americans’ negative images 

and stereotypes were influenced over time, and through online social networking via the 

Facebook group. As Americans were positively influenced, Palestinians self-reported a 
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slight draw back, meaning an enhancement of negative images. As illustrated in (Table 

30.1), American participants were more prune to being positive influenced with regards 

to negative image, when compared to their Palestinian counterparts (Please see Figure 

16). Therefore, we can infer that the sixth hypothesis was supported.  
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Figure 16. Negative Image (Experiment Group) by Time and Nationality 

 
Repeated measures plot for negative image, by time (within-subjects) and nationality 
(between-subjects), where items were measured on a 5-point scale ranging between 
1=strongly agree and 5=strongly disagree.  

 

Deriving from what has been said, the results suggest a positive change with 

regards to the overall image perceived by Palestinian and American members of the 

experiment group. It is also indicated that positive images were enhanced as a result of 

online social networking through Facebook, while the way negative images developed 

was influenced by nationality. Americans were more prune to adopt positive change to 

the negative images and stereotypes they perceived of Palestinians, while Palestinians did 

show a positive change within this regard.   
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“How do you Feel…?!” 

Throughout the Facebook discussion, the participants of the experiment group 

were given the liberty to express any type of opinion they wanted, and open up any topic 

for discussion. As mentioned earlier, twelve discussion topics, ranging from political 

issues to social and cultural issues, made it possible for the participants to interact with 

each, and for some of them to get to know each other better. The pretest questionnaire 

included an essay question where participants were asked to describe the opposite 

national group. It was prevalent that many American have expressed the little experience 

they have had with Palestinians, and so forth, reflected on the way media portrayed them. 

On the other hand, Palestinians made clear the distinction between their attitudes towards 

the American people, and they feelings towards the U.S. foreign policy, and how it 

affects the Palestinian-Israeli conflict, and thereby, their daily lives.  

This difference in the existence of experiences and strong views about each other 

was reflected in the Facebook discussion in a way that made the American participants 

pose several questions, as a means of learning more. By qualitatively analyzing the 

content of the group, we can infer that the Americans took the role of interviewer, while 

the Palestinians were the interviewees. The first post in the group, which was by an 

American female, was a question about “how do Palestinians feel about the way 

American media reports on Palestine and Israel?” This question became the headline for 

the interaction for a few days, where Palestinians and Americans expressed how they 

thought media were biased against the Palestinians. A Palestinian male participant 

responded “I think it [American media] is extremely biased, and very selective, 

portraying the Palestinians either as Islamic fanatics who want to kill the “Jews” 
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everywhere or a bunch of ignorant peasants.” Another participant posted a link to a 

documentary movie on google.com called “Peace, Propaganda and the Promised Land” 

in a way to encourage his counterparts to get more information about the American media 

coverage and the Palestinian-Israeli conflict. A Palestinian participant expressed his 

opinion towards the American media bias against Palestinians saying: “Basically, pretty 

much all of us agree that the American media is obviously biased, taking sides with Israel 

through thick and thin, through good and bad, in sickness and in health.” A female 

American participants responded:  

I have no doubt that American media is biased against the Palestinians. I 

grew up in a very small, very Southern Baptist town here in Missouri. All 

I know about Palestine (which, admittedly, is very little – one reason I’m 

in this group), I had to find out on my own. We never really learned about 

it in school. I’m sure I have all kinds of misinformation about the 

Israeli/Palestinian conflict due to the poor (and in my case, nearly non-

existent local) media coverage. (comment by an American participant, 

April 5, 2008).  

More comments resonated these opinions, and explored how the lack of historical 

and political emphasis on the Palestinian-Israeli conflict through the American 

educational system, is a reason for the lack of information and misinformation. It was 

only two days after the discussion had started that Palestinian participants started to voice 

their conceptions about the American people. A Palestinian male participant posted:  

I don’t intend to be offensive in any sense, but my conception of the 

Americans in particular and Europeans as well, is that they have this 
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feeling of the superior race. Superman who saves the world or that you 

have to protect your lifestyle from the primitive human beings on the other 

side of the world. It’s a stereotypical image but I can’t help but get that 

conception of Americans, even though I don’t claim that this applies to 

every American. (Comment posted by a Palestinian participant, April 6, 

2008).  

An American participant expressed that he thinks “Americans and Western 

Europeans are certainly arrogant,” and reflecting that such an attitude goes back to the 

“colonial days of England and their “missionary” work in African and other places.” He 

also said that more of what happened and what is happening now is trying to make other 

people more like Americans, by exporting the American lifestyle and values.  

Another dimension of the discussion was related to the growing feeling of 

animosity toward the United States. Several American participants asked whether the 

Palestinians hate Americans, and if so, then why. A Palestinian participant responded: 

“the great injustice the Palestinians are still facing is creating more hate not only to Israel 

but to the international [community] as well.” This discussion was also emphasized in 

separate discussion topic titled “Palestinian opinion of Americans.” A Palestinian 

responded: “I personally don’t hate Americans, because I think they are like any people 

in the world want to live normal lives. However, I deeply hate the American government, 

I really do and I do blame it for all the misery the world lives.” Another Palestinian 

echoed what the previous participant posted, and she added that the continuous support to 

Israel, against both the Palestinians and Lebanese, is the reason why people develop 

animosity towards the U.S. foreign policy. She adds: “one of the funny nicknames that 
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people in Palestine [have for Israel is] that Israel [is] like another state of America and 

like its spoiled child whatever they do or say there is always an excuse for all their 

actions.” It was obvious that there were polarized opinions about the US amongst the 

Palestinian participants. For example, a Palestinian participant shared his experience in 

the U.S. when he was not treated well because of his nationality, and therefore he 

developed a kind of a hatred towards the American.” Such sharp comments were not very 

prevalent in the discussion. Most people tried to express their opinions in consideration of 

the ‘other’ participants.  

Figure 17. Discussion Topic Post: Palestinian Opinion of Americans  

 
Post by a Palestinian participant from the Facebook group, discussion topic: “Palestinian 
opinions of Americans,” posted on April 5, 2008 at 02:43 a.m. 
 

Many of the comments criticized both media and the educational system for the 

lack of information or misinformation. Such a constant justification was met with 

frustration by a Palestinian participant: “I think that citizens of one of the most influential 

[countries] on earth (the United States) have a responsibility to be more educated about 

what’s happening in the other side of the world.” Other comments were intra-nationally 



 129 

discussed about the benefit of the U.S.’s involvement in what was referred to as “the 

affairs of other nations.” Some participants even called for an isolationist foreign policy, 

which instigated a Palestinian to respond: “well, personally, I think if American gov 

[government] steps back and take[s] care of its own biz [business] things in the world 

will be better…” Another American participants responded: “the frustrating thing about 

the involvement of the U.S. government in foreign affairs is that it does not seem to be 

motivated by a genuine concern for those who are oppressed or for a true desire to spread 

democracy.” 

What was interesting is that not many of the anticipated negative images of 

Palestinians were raised in the discussions. Most of the comments started with 

highlighting the influence of media and how media creates such stereotypes. On the 

contrary, many people raised positive images of Palestinians. For example: “I have to say 

when I was in Palestine, I felt more comfortable being myself and speaking with 

individuals than I feel here in the United States.” In addition, there were a number of 

sympathetic comments about the suffering of Palestinian posted by American 

participants, as well.  

On the other hand, with regards to the images of Americans as perceived by 

Palestinians, there were some participants who mentioned the word “superior,” or 

“arrogant.” However, on the social and cultural level, there was much appreciation and 

fascination for American culture, but still was influenced by the American foreign policy:  

When I was a small kid, I had the dream of visiting the “country of 

freedom and innovation.” However, now things and thoughts are totally 

different. America reminds me of the weapons that are being used against 
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my people everyday. It reminds me of more than 45 times Vetoes on 

condemnation of Israel [UN resolutions vetoed by the U.S.] it reminds me 

of the ultimate technological and economical support of Israel. I believe 

the American people should put more efforts to influence the media and 

decision makers in DC. What the US government is doing around the 

world is not only affecting us but Americans as well. (post by a Palestinian 

participant, April 12, 2008).  

Another Palestinian participants echoed what the previous one had said, yet she 

also brought a different perspective:  

… our opinions of Americans are also influenced by people like Rachel 

Corrie who Israel killed and run down with a bulldozer as she was 

protesting a house demolition of a Palestinian home. To us, Rachel, is 

America… Martin Luther King is that America too. A very different 

America than that of Bush and a few others. (post by a Palestinian 

participant, April 5, 2008).  

It was observed after the second week of discussion, that participants showed 

more in-depth understanding of the ‘other’ side and their point of view. For example an 

American stated her aspirations that “the media would give more context so that 

Americans would know more about what is going on, instead of trying to explain 

something in a 30-second clip. The issue is much more important than a 30-second clip 

can explain.” Another American participant concluded: “both Palestinians and Americans 

are not seeing accurate depictions of each other.” 
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Based on the content of the Facebook group, we can infer that the change in 

opinions and attitudes towards each other occurred in different stages. The first stage, 

which took place during the first two weeks of the discussion, where both sides were 

posing the questions they have in mind, stating the misconceptions, and explaining why 

stereotypes emerge about Palestinians and Americans. During this stage, the Americans, 

basically, posed the questions, and the Palestinian responded, even some of them became 

defensive in trying to respond to the questions. The second stage, which has started 

during the second week, both national groups started to gather around points of 

commonality, and if not having a better understanding of the ‘other,’ started realizing that 

they were misinformed and that they had stereotypical views of the other national group. 

The third stage of the interaction occurred during the third and fourth weeks of the 

interaction. Worthy of mentioning, that during these two weeks, the traffic on the 

Facebook group slowed down a little bit, yet it picked up again, as participants started 

highlighting the differences among the two cultures in an easier way, as well as banking 

upon the relationships that have developed through indicating the points of commonality. 

What was interesting is that there was appreciation of each other’s points of view, 

traditions, and social norms.  
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CHAPTER FIVE: DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

 

 

 

This study investigated whether the images and stereotypes Palestinian and 

American youth hold of each other would change as a resulting of interacting throughout 

a closed facebook group. In addition, the research also aspired to understand the change 

that would happen to the participants’ psychosocial well-being and social capital as a 

result of the interaction. It was evident from the results that the research hypotheses were 

supported, either partially or fully.  

Summary of Main Findings 

The study tested the influence of online social networking through a closed 

Facebook group with regards to four major dependent variables: the level of interaction, 

psychosocial well-being, social capital, and the images perceived by Palestinian and 

American participants of each other. Following is a brief summary of the major findings 

with regards to each of the four variables.  

Level of Interaction 

The results showed a significant influence of online social networking on the 

development of positive relationships and companionship/closeness among the 

participants. More than half of the American participants of the experiment group self-

reported they liked some of the counterparts from the Facebook group, with a lower 

percentage for the Palestinian participants. It was also shown that Palestinians were more 

prone to express their intent to meet some of their American counterparts 
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(companionship/closeness) when compared to the intent of American participants. The 

vast majority of participants expressed their negation when they were asked whether they 

disliked any participant from the Facebook group, which indicated the development of 

positive relationships among participants.  

Psychosocial Well-Being 

The results indicated a positive change with regards to psychosocial well-being 

for participants of both the experiment and control group. While the participants’ 

satisfaction with life was significantly and positively influenced over time, their self-

esteem did not change significantly. It was also illustrated by the results that nationality 

was a main effect on the experiment group participants’ satisfaction with life, where it 

was shown that the American participants were more satisfied with their lives, when 

compared to Palestinians. It was also illustrated that American participants self-reported a 

positive change in their satisfaction with life in the posttest, when comparing their 

answers to the pretest, while the Palestinians had a slight change within this regard. 

Having said this, we can infer that psychosocial well-being might have been influenced 

by online social networking, yet we are not sure about that, especially because the 

research group was not significant in relation to psychosocial well-being, self-esteem and 

satisfaction with life.  

Social Capital 

The measures for social capital were analyzed in two different ways. The first was 

comparing the way participants perceived their social capital over time, to understand 

how online social networking (Facebook group) influenced their social capital. The 

results showed that there was a positive change in the participants’ social capital over 
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time. In addition, nationality had a main effect on social capital over time, where both 

Palestinian and American participants’ social capital was positively influenced with 

regards to the two time intervals of the study (pretest and posttest). With regards to the 

experiment group, nationality was also a main effect on bridging, bonding, maintained, 

and overall social capital. Both Palestinian and American participants of the experiment 

group illustrated positive change in these areas. The fact that research group did not show 

a significant relationship to social capital, also, makes us unsure whether the positive 

change in the experiment group’s social capital was due to their interaction on Facebook 

amongst American and Palestinian youth.  

The other analysis was conducted by comparing the participants “offline social 

capital,” which represents the way participants perceived their networks within their own 

communities, and “online social capital,” which was measured with regards to the 

development of a virtual community through the Facebook group. The results showed a 

significant difference in how participants perceived their offline and online social capital, 

where the later was perceived lower when compared to offline social capital. The 

influence of time and nationality was also significant over the nature of social capital 

(offline versus online) for the three sub-measures of bridging, bonding and maintained 

social capital. The results, hence, indicate that experiment group members were more 

prone to bank upon the networks of relationships they have in their own ‘offline’ 

communities, yet, the Facebook group was not regarded with the same extent of their 

‘offline’ communities as a place where they could bank upon their relationships for the 

realization of what Putnam (2000) identifies as “social reciprocity.” 
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Image and Stereotypes 

There was a significant positive change in the images and stereotypes perceived 

by the participants of the experiment group, especially since the control group 

participants did not show any significant change of the images and stereotypes they held 

about each other, it is more plausible that the change in the images and stereotypes 

perceived by the experiment group members occurred due to their online interaction 

through Facebook. It was also found that the participants of the experiment group showed 

a positive change with regards to positive images and association, as well as a positive 

change approaching significance with regards to negative images and stereotypes. The 

results showed that there was also a main effect for nationality on image. Both 

Palestinians and Americans were positively influenced with regards to the images they 

held about each other over time, especially with regards to the overall image and positive 

image, which indicates that online social networking through Facebook was the reason 

for this change. However, Palestinians and American participants differed with regards to 

negative images; Americans were influenced positively, thereby yielding in more positive 

attitudes of Palestinians when they were asked about the negative associations over time, 

whereas Palestinians’ negative attitudes were slightly reinforced.  

Discussion of Results 

The main inference to be made from this study is that online social networking 

through a closed Facebook group, where Palestinian and American youth interacted 

virtually, resulted in the development of positive relationships between them, leading to 

the positive influence over the negative images and stereotypes they perceived of each 

other, and the enhancement of the positive ones. The results also, indicate the possibility 



 136 

that such an interaction can also influence young people’s attitudes towards themselves, 

their satisfaction with their own lives, their civic engagement, and sense of belonging to 

cross-cultural/cross-national virtual community.  

Images and stereotypes 

Stereotypes are described to be both cognitive and motivational processes that 

help people simplify the way they perceive and understand the ‘other.’ They are “beliefs 

about the characteristics, attributes, and behaviors of members of a certain group,” that 

sometimes go beyond the state of belief into forming theories about other groups of 

people by generalizing a certain idea to the whole group sharing some of the 

characteristics with the person (Hilton & Hoppel, 1996, p. 239). With regards to the 

images Palestinians and Americans hold about each other, scholars have studied the 

reasons stereotypical images emerge and are ingrained. As for Palestinians, these images 

were influenced by the political environment and political interest, yet are rooted by the 

way mass media interprets and frames the Palestinian-Israeli conflict (Sabbagh, 1990; 

Said, 1978; Said, 2001; Shaheen, 2003). On the other hand, an explanation for 

stereotyping Americans by Palestinians and other national group in the Arab and Muslim 

world is a results of anti-Americanism, due to the difference in life values, but most 

importantly, due to the American foreign policy namely toward the Middle East, 

especially the war in Iraq and the continuous support to Israel, as well as the way Arab 

media portrays Americans(Nye, 2004).  

Izumi and Hammonds (2007) argued against several sociological scholars, by 

saying that stereotypes can be suppressed as a means to gradually eliminate them. The 

results showed that around 20% of the sample of participants self-reported that they have 
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visited the United States (Palestinians) or the Holy Land (Americans). It is illustrated that 

the majority of participants had no personal experience, whatsoever, with people from the 

opposite national group, the image they have of each other is based on what the media 

told them. This was also prevalent in the participants’ answers to the essay question in the 

pretest, as well as several comments on the Facebook group. What this means is that the 

process of suppressing stereotypes that Izumi and Hammonds (2007) talked about was 

facilitated through online social networking and the interaction through Facebook. It was 

vividly illustrated that negative images, especially those of Palestinians as perceived by 

Americans, were changed to more positive associations. In addition, positive associations 

were enriched due to the ‘virtual personal experience’ the participants had.  

The researcher believes that the reason for that might be the fact that the time 

when the participants filled out the posttest questionnaires was a sensitive time for the 

Palestinians, especially that the month of May is Israel’s celebration of its independence, 

and the Palestinians remembrance of the 1948 catastrophe “Nakba.” In fact the last 

comment on the main group wall was by a Palestinian reflecting on these issues:  

… it has been so long since I wrote the last thing >>> but what I heard 

[lately] in the news motivate[d] me strongly to write again even if it is the 

last day… I was wondering if u heard about “George Bush’ visit to the 

Middle East in the same time that “Israel” is celebrating its 60th year since 

it was existed in 1948>>> most the news ASSERT that the President is 

coming NOT for discussing the rising situation in the Middle East but to 

attend the Jewish Festivals>>> so what do u think about this??? Especially 

that the elections are getting closer??? And what is the American’s Media 
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say about this event which we call in Palestine the “DISASTER”??? Does 

it mention any thing about it??? And in contrast what about the ISRAELI 

celebrations???? Please I am so interested to know these things>> this is 

the CORE of our case… thnx (post of a Palestinian participant, May 4, 

2008) 

Level of interaction 

Petrózi et al. (2007) conceptualized the level of interaction through measuring the 

strength of ties between members of the virtual network, which is “a quantifiable 

property that characterizes the link between two nodes.” The results showed that 

American participants were more keen and comfortable in carrying out virtual positive 

relationships. They scored higher when asked about the people they like or disliked from 

the Facebook group. On the other end, Palestinians were more keen to develop 

companionship and express their intent for closeness with the participants, especially 

since they scored higher on the question as to whether they would like to meet someone 

from the group. What could be concluded is that Palestinians give higher interest in 

transforming the relationships developed online to offline one through expressing more 

willingness to meet Americans, when compared with Americans, who were pretty 

comfortable in maintaining online relationships with their Palestinian counterparts.  

Linking the level of interaction to the change in images and stereotypes, we can 

derive that the development of positive relations can lead to socialization. Granovetter 

(1983) explained weak ties can lead to creating networks that can facilitate the 

socialization among strong ties. Having said this, it is suggested that online social 

networking contributes to the “strength of weak ties,” and hence the experience that the 
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study participants have had through the Facebook group resulted in the creation of strong 

weak ties between them. With that happening, the potential for change in the negative 

images they perceived of each other was activated, and more importantly the 

reinforcement of positive attitudes was heightened.  

Psychosocial well-being and social capital 

From a different perspective, the study helped us understand that online social 

networking across cultures and national groups can influence the individual psychosocial 

well-being and social capital. Putnam (2000) explained that the core concept of social 

capital is how social networks and ties can generate social reciprocity. With regards to 

this study, the results showed a positive change with regards to the participants’ social 

capital, thereby, suggesting that being involved in online social networking can influence 

the way participants view their role in the society, as well as they way they engage in it. It 

was interesting to see how the participants differentiated between their offline and online 

social capital. Ellison et al. (2007) describe Facebook as a social networking utility where 

its users maintained their offline relationships through an online environment. What this 

study did is reversing the order of relationship building, where participants, especially 

cross-nationally, did not know each other beforehand, and hence, the period of one month 

was given for them to engage in discussions about the images and stereotypes they have 

of each other. The results illustrated that they did not perceive the virtual community, 

being the Facebook group created for the study, as strongly as they perceived their offline 

communities. However, there are different indicators of the development of ‘strong weak 

ties’ that outlined a sense of a virtual community throughout the Facebook group.  
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It is also shown that online social networking can possibly influence the 

psychosocial well-being of participants. Participants showed improvement in their 

satisfaction with life over the time of the study. Regardless of the fact that the research 

group was not significantly related to the change in the participants’ psychosocial well-

being, yet the study poses the possibility that the influence might have been cause by the 

online interaction. Scholars have explained that using the internet, especially for 

“communicative reasons” is thought to develop a person’s psychosocial well-being 

(Morgan & Cotton, 2003; Rohall & Cotton, 2002). The results indicate that the 

experience of online social networking through the Facebook group has influenced the 

development of positive relationships amongst youth from two national groups that are 

thousands of miles apart from each other, and have different cultures, traditions and 

social norms. Throughout the Facebook discussion, the participants shared a lot about 

themselves, highlighted the differences and commonalities between their cultures, and 

showed appreciation for the ‘other.’ Such a process is thought to have had a positive 

influence of the participants’ psychosocial well-being and satisfaction with life.  

Overall Remarks 

It becomes important within the boundaries of this study to discuss the influence 

of media, especially new media (Internet) on how people form different cultures and 

countries communicate with each other. As mentioned elsewhere, the participants had a 

fair knowledge of each other’s countries, as their knowledge was predominantly shaped 

and influenced by their previous mainstream media exposure.  

Previous research shows that media on both sides are highly biased when it comes 

to covering the Palestinians and Americans. Therefore, it is of value to understand the 
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results of this study as a starting point in the way people influence each other throughout 

interactive media. The researcher took a decision not to get involved in shaping the 

discussions amongst the participants, with the intent of observing the way they will 

interact. As mentioned earlier, the researcher waited until the majority of participants 

finished filling out the pretest questionnaire and then added them simultaneously to the 

Facebook group. It was a matter of hours, when the participants started posing questions 

and responding to each other. If done differently, the results of this study might be 

different. The fact that there was horizontal and interactive communications amongst the 

participants gives this study a great value to the way average people can influence each 

other, away from the refined way of mainstream media messages.  

Future research 

This study is considered an exploratory study through utilizing the method of 

online field experiment to study the influence of online social networking on the images 

and stereotypes perceived by different national groups, as well as the level of interaction, 

psychosocial well-being, and social capital. Having said that, the fact that the study 

design was an online field experiment poses two limitations. The first is the low level of 

control over the study and the participants. The second is the fact that it was conducted in 

an online setting, which poses the risk of experimental mortality (Wimmer & Dominick, 

2006).  

Another limitation is the fact that the questionnaires used in the study were long, 

which might have caused participant fatigue. In addition, the examination of how 

individual participants change over time, may have caused carry-over effects, where the 



 142 

participants might have remembered the questions they were asked in the questionnaire 

(Wimmen & Dominick, 2006).  

Future research should consider expanding this study, both conceptually and 

methodologically. Conceptually, future research be done with including measures related 

to political efficacy, as well as the way participants of a certain national group perceive 

themselves, within a comparative framework. On the methodological part, future studies 

can utilize expansion of the research setting, such as extending the amount of time 

allocated for the period of exposure to the experimental treatment. Moreover, due to the 

considerable drop-out rate from the study, it is advised that future research recruits more 

participants, to improve the quality of effect size and power.  

Being an exploratory study, there is high potential to build up on the results for 

future research. On a more ambitious level, the results of the study can be followed-up by 

facilitating cultural exchange between the Palestinian and American participants to 

understand how the dependent variables would be influenced when the relationships 

amongst participants are transformed from online (virtual interaction) to offline (face-to-

face interaction). This study can also be replicated with other groups that have 

stereotypical images of each other, whether on a national or international levels.  

 

Conclusion 

This research was exploratory, as mentioned above, that gave important 

implications for the study of cross-cultural and cross-national relations among young 

people from different cultures and countries. The research suggested that there was an 

enhancement of positive attitudes among Palestinian and American youth based on the 



 143 

online interaction through Facebook. Furthermore, the study gives insights to the 

development of virtual communities that are goal-oriented to bridging the gap between 

members of two national groups. As Facebook is considered a social networking utility to 

maintain offline relationships, as well develop new relationships, this study suggests that 

it could also be utilized to create international networks amongst people from different 

culture and countries. Such an endeavor is sought to be important for the building of a 

global community, where geographical distance and boundaries can melt down to create 

networks of involved citizens.   

The results of the study are perceived important, also, to the study of public 

diplomacy that is geared by grassroots networks. Nye (2004) promoted the idea of 

utilizing soft power to achieve political goals on the international level, as well as 

enhancing the attraction amongst other nations and culture towards one’s own values and 

ideas. This study gives a preliminary insight for the study of a new genre of public 

diplomacy, where the process is not top-down, nor bottom-up, but rather horizontal 

amongst people from different civilizations. Due to the efficiency, convenience and low 

cost of the Internet, and based on the remarkable developments in how it is utilized in the 

socio-political and economic processes, its influence and use can be geared towards the 

creation of strong networks across nations, with the aim of bridging the gaps among 

cultures and enhancing understanding, tolerance and peace.  
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APPENDIX B 
Consent Form 

 
Consent Form for Experiment Group Participants 
 

CONSENT FORM 
You have been asked to take part in a research project described below. The researcher 
will explain the project to you in detail, in the following lines. You should feel free to 
ask questions. If you have more questions later, Saleem Alhabash, the person mainly 
responsible for this study, who can be reached by phone: +1 (573) 771-0287/(479) 409-
0116, or by email: sa334@missouri.edu, will discuss those questions with you. You 
must be at least 18 years old to participate in this research project.  

Description of the study: The purpose of this study is to understand how online 
interaction through a closed Facebook group can influence the images, perceptions and 
stereotypes of Palestinian and American youth about each other. The study will utilize a 
closed Facebook group to carry out a one-month discussion, through participants will be 
asked to interact and discuss issues that are related to both Palestine and the United 
States. The study is part of the Master’s thesis and graduation requirement for the 
researcher.   

What will be done: If you decide to take part in this study, you will be asked to: 
1. Fill out a questionnaire before participating in the online discussions; 
2. Actively participate in the Facebook group discussion for one month; and,  
3. Filling out a questionnaire after the one-month online discussion.  

 
Accepting to take part in this experiment means that you will: 

1. Participate actively in the Facebook group discussion through commenting and 
contributing to the discussion at least once a week. Your participation also enables 
you to post any type of multimedia content on the Facebook group wall that apply to 
the topic(s) of discussion;  
2. Filling out the two questionnaires in a timely manner; 
3. Committing to good conduct and behavior through the group discussion. This 
entails: 
a. Refraining from the use of any insensitive, obscene, offensive, and/or harmful 
language. By no means does this mean that you should be constrained from 
expressing your opinion freely and openly; 
b. Maintaining a level of respect to fellow participants;  
c. Avoiding posting any irrelevant, offensive, insensitive, obscene, and/or harmful 
multimedia content on the discussion group wall; and,  
d. Committing to the confidentiality of the opinions expressed in the discussion 
group. By no means are the contents, opinions and thoughts of other participants are 
considered public. By accepting to participate in this study, you are committing to not 
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copying, sharing, publishing, or any form of publicizing the other participants’ 
opinions expressed in the group discussion. 
4. Expressing your genuine opinions and thoughts throughout the discussion in the 
Facebook group. The Facebook group discussion is a platform for free expression of 
one’s opinions and thoughts. You shall not feel constrained, at any time, to express 
yourself, comment on other participants’ ideas, and generate relevant discussion 
thoughts and topics; and,  
5. Accepting the above commitment and those presented in Informed Consent Form, 
and sending a signed copy to the researcher.  

Risks or Discomfort: If you decide to take part in the study, you may be exposed to 
opinions and ideas that are different from yours. You may face situations, where you 
completely disagree with the other participants’ opinion and attitudes. Furthermore, you 
will be asked to interact with people whom you might have not met or known before, 
which may pose some social discomfort, depending on your sensitivity and/or 
personality.  

Benefits of the Study: In addition to the fact that your participation is essential to the 
completion of the research and the achievement of my Master’s degree, the study is an 
opportunity for you to interact with other young people from a different country and 
culture. It is a genuine opportunity to voice your opinions and concerns about the issue of 
study, and to share thoughts, ideas, and experience with people who might share or 
disagree with your ideas and opinions. The results of the study are beneficial for 
understanding the role new media plays in cross-cultural communication on the 
international level.  

Confidentiality: All the opinions expressed in the Facebook discussion group will be 
strictly confidential, and will only be used for the purpose of this study. In referencing 
your comments, ideas and thoughts, I will deal with them in complete anonymity. After 
the study is completed, the Facebook discussion group will be closed, and the discussion 
content will be documented until the study is completed. I will save all the data as 
encrypted files password protected, where I will be the only person with access to it. 
Furthermore, all participants will be requested to commit to confidentiality of the others’ 
opinions and thoughts, and that no participant can use, copy, publish, publicize or share 
any of the information provided by any participant. Participants are asked to commit to 
saving any of the discussion group content, and/or using it in the near and far future.  

I will make sure your privacy is protected to the highest level. None of the information 
will identify you by name. All records will be destroyed after the completion of the study.  

Paid Incentives: Participation in this study does not entail any paid incentives for you. 
Upon possible arrangements with your reference, you might be rewarded with class 
participation credit or any non-financial incentive.  

Your rights as a participant: Participation in this study is voluntary. The decision to 
take part in this study is up to you. You do not have to participate. If you decide to take 
part in the study, you can change your mind and drop out of the study at any time without 
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affecting you in the future, in any way. Leaving the study will not result in any penalty or  
loss of benefits to which you are entitled. If you wish to quit, simply inform Saleem 
Alhabash of your decision.  

Your rights and complaints: If you are not satisfied with the way this study is 
performed, you may discuss you complaints with Saleem Alhabash, who can be reached 
by phone: +1(573) 771-0287/(479) 409-0116, or by email: sa334@missouri.edu, 
anonymously, if you choose. In addition, you may contact University of Missouri, Office 
of Research, 205 Jesse Hall, Columbia, MO, (573) 882-9500.  

You may keep a copy of this consent form 

 

PERMISSION FOR USE OF YOUR INFORMATION 

Please indicate your choice about research being performed on your information 
collected by the Facebook group by answering the questions below.  

Do you give your permission for you information to be used in this study and to be used 
for anonymous research, where not identifying information will be released? 
 Yes __________ No __________  Initials __________ 
Do you give your permission to be contacted in the future and asked for your consent to 
participate in any research project which would require identifying information to be 
released to the investigators? 
 Yes __________ No __________  Initials __________ 
Do you give your permission to be contacted about possible participation in future 
research project that may grow out of research on your personal information? 
 Yes __________ No __________  Initials __________ 
 

SIGNATURE 

I confirm that the purpose of the research, the study procedures, the possible risks and 
discomforts as well as the potential benefits that I may experience have been explained to 
me. Alternative to my participation in the study have also have been discussed. My 
signature below indicates my willingness to participate in this study.  

_________________________________            _________________________________ 
Participant*           Date  
 
* Participant must be at least 18 years old.  
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Consent Form for Control Group 
 

CONSENT FORM 
You have been asked to take part in a research project described below. The researcher 
will explain the project to you in detail, in the following lines. You should feel free to 
ask questions. If you have more questions later, Saleem Alhabash, the person mainly 
responsible for this study, who can be reached by phone: +1 (573) 771-0287/(479) 409-
0116, or by email: sa334@missouri.edu, will discuss those questions with you. You 
must be at least 18 years old to participate in this research project.  

What will be done: If you decide to take part in this study, you will be asked to fill out 
two questionnaires that are about one month apart. The first one will be filled out now, 
and the second one will be filled out later when contacted again by the researcher.  

Risks or Discomfort: You will be asked to fill out two questionnaires that have a set of 
questions related to your personal opinion and viewpoints. You will be asked to express 
your genuine thoughts and beliefs. Some of the questions might be considered sensitive 
to answer by some of the participants, due to their political and socioeconomic nature.  

Confidentiality: All the opinions expressed in the questionnaires will be strictly 
confidential, and will only be used for the purpose of this study. The researcher and the 
University of Missouri-Columbia will protect your privacy. None of the information will 
identify you by name. All records will be destroyed after the completion of the study.  

Your rights as a participant: Participation in this study is voluntary. The decision to 
take part in this study is up to you. You do not have to participate. If you decide to take 
part in the study, you can change your mind and drop out of the study at any time without 
affecting you in the future, in any way. Leaving the study will not result in any penalty or  
loss of benefits to which you are entitled. If you wish to quit, simply inform Saleem 
Alhabash of your decision.  

Your rights and complaints: If you are not satisfied with the way this study is 
performed, you may discuss you complaints with Saleem Alhabash, who can be reached 
by phone: +1(573) 771-0287/(479) 409-0116, or by email: sa334@missouri.edu, 
anonymously, if you choose. In addition, you may contact University of Missouri, Office 
of Research, 205 Jesse Hall, Columbia, MO, (573) 882-9500.  

You may keep a copy of this consent form 



 152 

 

 

PERMISSION FOR USE OF YOUR INFORMATION 

Please indicate your choice about research being performed on your information 
collected by the Facebook group by answering the questions below.  

Do you give your permission for you information to be used in this study and to be used 
for anonymous research, where not identifying information will be released? 
 Yes __________ No __________  Initials __________ 
Do you give your permission to be contacted in the future and asked for your consent to 
participate in any research project which would require identifying information to be 
released to the investigators? 
 Yes __________ No __________  Initials __________ 
Do you give your permission to be contacted about possible participation in future 
research project that may grow out of research on your personal information? 
 Yes __________ No __________  Initials __________ 
 

SIGNATURE 

I confirm that the purpose of the research, the study procedures, the possible risks and 
discomforts as well as the potential benefits that I may experience have been explained to 
me. Alternative to my participation in the study have also have been discussed. My 
signature below indicates my willingness to participate in this study.  

_________________________________            _________________________________ 
Participant*           Date  
 
* Participant must be at least 18 years old.  
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APPENDIX C 
Pretest Questionnaires 

 
Pretest Questionnaire for American Experiment and Control Group 
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 Pretest Questionnaire for Palestinian Experiment and Control Group 
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APPENDIX D 
Guidelines for Participation 
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APPENDIX E 

Posttest Questionnaires 
 
Posttest Questionnaire for American Experiment Group 
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Posttest Questionnaire for Palestinian Experiment Group 
 



 186 

 

 



 187 

 



 188 

 



 189 

 



 190 

 



 191 

 



 192 

 



 193 

 



 194 

 



 195 

 



 196 

 Posttest Questionnaire for American Control Group 
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Posttest Questionnaire for Palestinian Control Group 
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APPENDIX F 

Facebook Group Discussion  
 
Facebook Group Wall Posts 
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 Discussion Topic “Common Interests…” 
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 Discussion topic “What do Americans think about Gaza Strip?” 
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Discussion topic: “Palestinian opinion of Americans” 
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Discussion topic posts “A Thought” 
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Discussion topic posts “Diggin deeper into American activism…” 
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Discussion topic posts “Palestinian Christians” 
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Discussion topic posts “Education” 
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 Discussion topic posts “Palestinians’ and American’s view of God (Allah)” 
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 Discussion topic posts “Racism in Palestine?” 
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 Discussion topic posts “Dating/Relationships/Marriage” 
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