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Executive Summary
Birthright has long attracted Jewish young
adults of diverse backgrounds and
ideological positions. From its inception, the
educational program has sought to present
multiple perspectives about Israel
and Israeli policies while striving to avoid
advocacy of any particular political position.
Birthright operates its trips through
independent trip organizers who are
required to explore a range of topics about
contemporary Israeli life—arts and culture,
ecology, science and technology, and social
and political conditions. Birthright
mandates that organizers promote free
inquiry and critical reflection on all topics,
including the Israeli-Palestinian conflict.
These discussions occur in the context of
the program’s goals to strengthen
participants’ Jewish identity and connection
to Israel and the Jewish people.

The present study investigates three
questions:
1. What were the political attitudes of
participants at the start of the trip, and
how did these attitudes intersect with
their experiences on the program?
2. How did Birthright influence
participants’ engagement with Israel?

3. How did Birthright affect participants’
political stance with regard to Israel?
The study draws on a pair of surveys of
summer 2017 North American Birthright
Israel applicants—including trip participants
and a comparison group of applicants who
did not travel to Israel. The first survey was
conducted in April-May 2017 before the trip
(N=6,127), and the second survey was
conducted after the trip in NovemberDecember 2017 (N=4,168). The present
report focuses primarily on US applicants.
Findings
Before the trip, more than half of US
applicants to Birthright had little confidence
in their knowledge of the situation in Israel.
Like other young adult Jews, they were
attuned to US politics and predominantly
politically liberal.
In line with previous studies, participation in
Birthright during the summer 2017
dramatically increased participants’ feelings
of connection to Israel. Following the trip,
participants also expressed greater
confidence in understanding the situation in
Israel, were somewhat more willing to
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express opinions about Israel, and were
more likely to pay attention to stories about
Israel in their social media feeds. These
changes were evident regardless of whether
participants were politically liberal,
moderate, or conservative.
After their Birthright Israel trips, the
majority of participants reported that the
trip included thoughtful discussions about
an array of subjects related to Birthright
Israel’s core mission, including topics
related to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict.
The majority also felt that they heard
authentic accounts of the conflict and that
diverging opinions were respected. Liberals
were somewhat less likely to agree with
either of these statements compared to
moderates and conservatives.

One aspect of Birthright’s effort to expose
participants to multiple perspectives in
summer 2017 was its social diversity
module. Designed to improve participants’
understanding of various segments of Israeli
society through personal encounters and
site visits, the module focused in particular
on Arabs in Israeli society and was

implemented on one third of all buses.
Those who participated in this module were
more likely than other participants to say
that their trip included thoughtful
discussions about Arabs in Israeli society,
the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, and
settlements in the West Bank. Participants
on the buses receiving the module were
more likely than other participants to agree
that the trip allowed for diversity of opinion
about the conflict.
The present study provides strong evidence
that Birthright continues to be successful in
enhancing Jewish young adults’ feelings of
connection to Israel, regardless of their
political orientation. As a result of the trip,
both liberal and conservative Birthright
participants increased their connection to
Israel and gained confidence in their
understanding of Israel, even as their views
of Israel and its policies remained largely
unchanged. As Jewish communal
organizations adjust to an era of growing
partisanship, the example of Birthright
suggests that political divides are not
necessarily a barrier to fostering connection
to and knowledge of Israel.
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Introduction
Birthright has long attracted Jewish young
adults of diverse backgrounds and
ideological positions. From its inception, the
educational program has sought to present
multiple perspectives about Israel
and Israeli policies while striving to avoid
advocacy of any particular political position.
Birthright operates its trips through
independent trip organizers who are
required to explore a range of topics about
contemporary Israeli life—arts and culture,
ecology, science and technology, and social
and political conditions. Birthright
mandates that organizers promote free
inquiry and critical reflection on all topics,
including the Israeli-Palestinian conflict
(Saxe & Chazan, 2008; Taglit-Birthright
Israel, 2012). These discussions occur in the
context of the program’s goals to
strengthen participants’ Jewish identity and
connection to Israel and the Jewish people.
Through an analysis of data from a series of
surveys of summer 2017 Birthright Israel
applicants, this report assesses Birthright’s
effectiveness in providing a balanced
educational program to participants from
diverse backgrounds. The summer 2017
cohort that is the focus of this report

applied to Birthright during a period of
increasingly polarized debate about Israel.
Among the US population overall, attitudes
toward Israel have taken on an increasingly
partisan hue. Thirty years ago, roughly
equal shares of US Republicans and
Democrats sympathized more with Israel
than with the Palestinians (Cavari, 2013;
Pew Research Center, 2018). The share of
Republicans who sympathized more with
Israel increased dramatically in the
intervening years, and today, surveys
indicate that in the general population, a far
larger share of Republicans versus
Democrats sympathize more with Israel:
87% versus 49% (Saad, 2018) or even 79%
versus 27% (Pew Research Center, 2018).
US Jews have not been immune to this
growing partisan divide over Israel. Multiple
studies conducted before 2008 showed no
independent relationship between general
political ideology and emotional attachment
to Israel (Cohen & Kelman, 2010; Sasson,
Kadushin, & Saxe, 2010), but that has
changed in the past 10 years. Research
since 2013 has repeatedly found that
among US Jews, levels of attachment to
Israel are higher among self-identified
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Republicans and conservatives than among
Democrats and liberals (Cohen & Ukeles,
2018; Pew Research Center, 2018), and
these results hold even after accounting for
parental intermarriage, denomination
raised, and other correlates of emotional
attachment to Israel (Shain & Wright, 2017).
Despite the increased polarization of
attitudes toward Israel, Jewish young adults’
interest in travel to Israel has not waned.
During the summer of 2017, more than
32,000 Jewish young adults from the United
States and Canada completed an eligible
application to Birthright, and more than
23,000 ultimately participated in trips. The
summer 2017 cohort was Birthright’s largest
contingent from the United States and
Canada to travel to Israel since the program
was established in 1999. Those participants
now join over 700,000 alumni from around
the world (including Israel). At some point in
the near future, one third of all North
American Jewish young adults will have had
a Birthright experience by the time they
turn 27.
Research on Birthright consistently
documents that the trip strengthens
participants’ feelings of connection to Israel
(Sasson, Shain, Hecht, Wright, & Saxe, 2014;
Saxe, Fishman, Shain, Wright, & Hecht,
2013; Saxe et al., 2008; Saxe et al., 2009).
The findings also indicate that Birthright
fosters this emotional connection in a
politically neutral manner. Several of our
previous large-scale, quasi-experimental
evaluation studies demonstrate that the trip
increases feelings of connection to Israel but
has little to no effect on views concerning
the future of Jerusalem or the Jewish
settlements in the West Bank (Sasson,

Shain, Hecht, Wright, & Saxe, 2014; Saxe et
al., 2012). Birthright has a positive impact
on feelings of connection to Israel for both
liberals and conservatives (Shain et al.,
2015). Qualitative studies illustrate the
diversity of the tour guides’ views on a
variety of political topics (Sasson & Kelner,
2008).
Despite this evidence, Ben Hagai, Whitlatch,
and Zurbriggen (2018, p. 8)—based on a
very small, non-representative sample of
Birthright participants—suggest that the
Israeli-Palestinian conflict is rarely discussed
during the trip.1 Other critics have accused
Birthright of advancing a right-wing political
agenda (e.g., Ehrlich, 2011; Feldman, 2011;
Goodfriend, 2016; Korn, 2012; Mlyn, 2017).
Recently, this strand of criticism focused on
an experiential social diversity and
statehood module that was introduced in
summer 2017. The module included
opportunities to learn about Arabs in Israeli
society through personal encounters and
site visits. When this module was put on
hold pending adjustments related to its
evaluation, critics accused Birthright of
trying to suppress the Palestinian narrative
(e.g., Eliassi, 2017; Hawa, 2017; Sussman,
2017; Union for Reform Judaism, 2017).
This report assesses Birthright’s impact on
the summer 2017 cohort’s feelings of
connection to Israel, engagement with
Israel, and views regarding particular Israeli
policies. The report also examines whether
the program had a different impact on
political liberals versus conservatives. Two
surveys of North American Birthright
applicants, conducted one to three months
before the trip and three to six months after
the trip, form the basis of the report.
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The research centers on the following
questions:
What were the political attitudes of
participants at the start of the trip, and
how did these attitudes intersect with their
experiences on the program? Did the trip
include discussions of Israel’s social and
political challenges, including the IsraeliPalestinian conflict? What was the political
tenor of discussions on the trip? How did
participation in the experiential social
diversity module influence participants’
views on the conflict? Did participants with
different political views assess the way the
conflict was discussed differently?
How did Birthright impact participants’
engagement with Israel? Did Birthright
impact participants’ connection to Israel?
Did it enhance engagement with news
about Israel, and did participants’
understanding of the situation in Israel
improve? Did the trip change participants’
willingness to express their opinions about
Israel?

How did Birthright impact participants’
political stance with regard to Israel? Did
the trip impact participants’ views of Israel
and its policies?
This report begins with a description of the
summer 2017 Birthright US cohort’s
knowledge of Israel and political views
before the trip. The analysis then turns to
how participants viewed discussions of the
Israeli-Palestinian conflict on the trip and
concludes with an examination of
Birthright’s impact on participants’
connection and engagement with Israel.
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Analyzing US and Canadian
Applicants Separately
Because this report focuses on
applicants’ political views, it
distinguishes between US and
Canadian applicants. Not only is the
political context in Canada different
than in the United States, but the very
terms “liberal” and “conservative”
mean different things to Canadians and
Americans. Canada has “Liberal” and
“Conservative” political parties.
Questions directed at Canadian
respondents that incorporate these
terms, therefore, denote partisan
affiliation as well as ideological
identification.

The analyses reported below are
shown for US applicants only. Separate
analyses for Canadian applicants are
discussed on page 23. By and large
however, despite their differences,
Canadian and US respondents had
similar views of the trip and tended to
be influenced by the trip in similar
ways.
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Before the Trip:
Birthright Applicants’ Knowledge of Israel

Key Findings
More than half of US applicants to Birthright in summer 2017 had little confidence in
their knowledge of the situation in Israel. They were attuned to US politics and
predominantly politically liberal and politically active.

More than half of US applicants had little
confidence in their understanding of the
situation in Israel. Before the trip over half
of applicants (55%) disagreed with the
statement “I feel confident that I
understand the current situation in
Israel” (Table 1). When asked whether Israel
should be willing to dismantle some, all, or
none of the Jewish settlements in the West
Bank, over half of applicants (58%) said
“don’t know.” In contrast, the majority of
US Birthright applicants said they followed
US politics at least “fairly closely” (Table 2).

Table 1: Confidence in understanding the
current situation in Israel (pre-trip)
US Birthright
applicants
Strongly disagree

13%

Disagree

22%

Somewhat disagree

20%

Somewhat agree

28%

Agree

12%

Strongly agree
Total

6%
100%

Question text: “To what extent do you agree or disagree
with the statement…I feel confident that I understand the
current situation in Israel.”
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Table 2: Following US politics (pre-trip)

Table 3: Political views (pre-trip)

US Birthright
applicants
Not at all

9%

US Birthright
applicants
Extremely liberal

10%

Not very closely

32%

Liberal

40%

Fairly closely

40%

Slightly liberal

14%

Very closely

19%

Moderate

20%

Total

100%

Question text: “How closely do you follow US
politics?”

The majority of US Birthright applicants
were politically liberal and politically
active. Close to two thirds of US applicants
in summer 2017 identified as political
liberals (Table 3). This is in line with the
political leanings of Jewish young adults in
general (Pew Research Center, 2013). The
majority of US applicants reported that they
were politically engaged— 60% reported
voting in the 2016 presidential election, and
over half (57%) reported engaging in at
least one form of political activism besides
voting (e.g., signed a petition, participated
in a protest or march, posted/shared
political content on social media).

Slightly conservative

9%

Conservative

7%

Extremely conservative

1%

Total

100%

Question text: “In terms of political views,
people often classify themselves as ‘liberal’ or
‘conservative.’ Where would you place yourself
on this scale?”
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On the Trip:
Discussing Israeli-Palestinian Issues

Key Findings
The majority of participants reported that their Birthright trip incorporated
thoughtful discussions about an array of subjects related to the trip’s core mission,
including topics related to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. At the same time, those
who identified as political liberals were less likely than political moderates or
conservatives to think “very much” that there were thoughtful discussions about
West Bank settlements. The majority of all participants thought that they heard
authentic accounts of the conflict and that diverging opinions were respected.

Thoughtful Discussions
Among participants, 76% reported that the
trips “somewhat” or “very much” included
thoughtful discussion of the IsraeliPalestinian conflict (Figure 1). More specific
issues related to the conflict were less
frequently discussed: 34% of participants
reported that the trip only “a little” or “not
at all” included thoughtful discussions about
Arabs in Israeli society, and 39% reported
the same with respect to settlements in the
West Bank. In contrast, the majority of
participants reported that the trip included
thoughtful discussions of other topics
related to the trip’s core mission, including
Jewish history, ideas, and values.

Birthright participants who identified as
political liberals were less likely to report
that the trip included thoughtful
discussions of settlements in the West
Bank (Figure 2). This relationship remained
even after controlling for age, gender,
Jewish background, and pre-trip confidence
in understanding the current situation in
Israel. At the same time, participants with
liberal and conservative political views did
not differ in their assessments of discussions
on other topics examined.2
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Figure 1: Thoughtful discussions of select topics on the trip
Topics related to Israeli politics
The Israeli-Palestinian conflict

4%

20%

41%

35%

Arabs in Israeli society

7%

27%

40%

26%

Settlements in the West Bank

10%

29%

37%

24%

Other related topics
Jewish history

1%8%

29%

63%

Jewish ideas a nd values

1% 8%

30%

61%

The Holocaus t

1% 13%

Z ionism

4%

100% 80%
Not at all

18%

41%

45%

39%

38%

60% 40% 20%
0%
20% 40%
A little
Somewhat
Very much

60%

80%

100%

Question text: “To what extent did the Birthright Israel trip include thoughtful discussions about…?”
Note: One-way tables of frequencies. See Table B1 in Technical Appendix B for 95% confidence intervals.

Figure 2: Thoughtful discussions about West Bank settlements (by political views)
Liberal

12%

Moderate

11%

Conservative

8%

100%

80%

60%
Not at all

40%

20%

A little

34%

34%

23%

38%

32%

0%
Somewhat

28%

38%

20%

40%

19%

60%

23%
80%

100%

Very much

Question text: “To what extent did the Birthright Israel trip include thoughtful discussions about…settlements in the West
Bank?”
Note: Two-way table of frequencies. See Table B2 in Technical Appendix B for 95% confidence intervals and significance tests.
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Authentic Accounts and Diversity of
Opinion
A majority of participants reported that
they heard authentic accounts of the
Israeli-Palestinian conflict and that the trip
allowed for diversity of opinion about the
conflict. About three quarters of all
participants agreed at least “somewhat”
that the trip allowed for diversity of opinion
(Figure 3). A similar proportion of
participants also at least “somewhat”
agreed that they heard authentic accounts
of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. Political
liberals were somewhat less likely to agree
with either of these statements compared
to moderates and conservatives.3
Participants were asked, in an open-ended
question to explain whether they felt the
trip addressed the conflict appropriately.4
Responses were coded on a number of
dimensions, including whether or not
participants felt the trip favored Israel’s
perspective. Overall, 20% of the
participants expressed this view, while 41%
did not think the trip favored Israel’s
perspective, and 40% expressed no opinion
on this issue. Although liberals were more
likely than moderates or conservatives to
view the trip as favoring Israel’s perspective,
only 28% of liberal participants expressed
this position in their responses.5

Separately, participants' responses to the
open-ended question were also coded on
how they felt regarding the amount of time
allotted to discussion of the conflict: 16% of
all participants who answered this question
expressed the view that not enough time
was allotted. This latter view was expressed
by both liberal and conservative
participants.6
Pre-Trip Expectations and Perceptions of
Trip Discussion of Israeli-Palestinian Issues
Before the trip the majority (63%) of
applicants “very much” expected that the
trip would be “an encounter with the real
Israel.” These expectations appeared to
have a strong impact on how participants
perceived the trip’s treatment of the IsraeliPalestinian conflict. After controlling for
participants’ pre-trip political views, age,
gender, Jewish background and pre-trip
confidence in understanding the current
situation in Israel, participants who
expected the trip to be an encounter with
the “real Israel” were more likely to report
that they heard authentic accounts of the
conflict and that the trip allowed for a
diversity of opinions. These participants
were also less likely to report that elements
of the trip favored Israel’s perspective or
that not enough time was allotted to
discussing the conflict.7
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Figure 3: Authentic accounts and diversity of opinion about the Israeli-Palestinian conflict

Heard authentic accounts of the
Israeli-Palestinian conflict

4%8% 11%

31%

30%

16%

Trip allowed for diversity of opinion
about the Israeli-Palestinian conflict

3% 6% 13%

30%

33%

16%

100%
Strongly disagree

Disagree

80%

60%

40%

Somewhat disagree

20%

0%

20%

Somewhat agre e

40%
Agree

60%

80%

100%

Strongly agree

Question text: “To what extent do you agree or disagree with the following statements: The trip allowed for
diversity of opinion about the Israeli-Palestinian conflict; I heard authentic accounts of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict.”
Note: One-way tables of frequencies. See Table B3 in Technical Appendix B for 95% confidence intervals.
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Social Diversity and Statehood Module

In summer 2017, Birthright expanded the implementation of an experiential social
diversity module designed to improve participants’ understanding of various
segments of Israeli society through personal encounters and site visits. The module
focused on Arabs in Israeli society and was implemented on one third of all buses. 8
Participants who participated in the social diversity module were more likely than
other participants to say that their trip included thoughtful discussions about Arabs
in Israeli society, the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, and settlements in the West Bank
(Figure 4). Participants on the buses receiving the module were also more likely to
agree that the trip allowed for diversity of opinion about the Israeli-Palestinian
conflict. These differences were not due to any variations in the backgrounds of the
participants who received the social diversity module—variances appear to be a
function of the module itself.9
Figure 4: Thoughtful discussions about West Bank settlements, Israeli-Palestinian
conflict, and Arabs in Israeli society (by social diversity module)
Settlements in the West Bank
Non-social diversity module bus

11% 30%

35%

Social diversity module bus

8% 29%

41%

24%
22%

The Israeli-Palestinian conflict
Non-social diversity module bus

4%21%

Social diversity module bus

3% 19%

41%
39%

34%
39%

Arabs in Israeli society
Non-social diversity module bus

9% 30%

Social diversity module bus

3% 21%

39%
42%

23%
33%

100% 80% 60% 40% 20% 0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%
Not at all

A little

Somewhat

Very much

Question text: “To what extent did the Birthright Israel trip include thoughtful discussions about…?”
Note: Two-way table of frequencies. See Table B5 in Technical Appendix B for 95% confidence intervals and
significance tests.
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Back Home: Trip Impact
Key Findings
Participation in Birthright dramatically increased participants’ feelings of connection
to Israel. Examples of the stronger relationship included greater confidence in
understating the situation in Israel, increased willingness to express opinions about
Israel, and a larger number of stories about Israel appearing in participants’ social
media feeds. These changes occurred regardless of the political affiliation of
participants, i.e., among political liberals, moderates, and conservatives. At the same
time, the trip had no significant, substantive impact on participants’ perceptions of
Israel, including their views of Israel as being under threat from hostile neighbors,
Israel’s treatment of the Palestinian people, or the future of the West Bank
settlements.

Measuring Trip Impact
Surveying Birthright participants and a
comparison group of nonparticipants who
applied to the trip but did not go, before
and after the Birthright trips, enabled us to
examine Birthright’s impact on participants.
To measure Birthright’s impact we
compared participants’ attitudes and
behaviors after the trip to their attitudes
and behaviors before the trip. We then
compared any change among participants to
any change experienced by the comparison
group during the same time period. In most

cases, the views of the comparison group
did not appreciably change during the time
between the surveys, meaning that any
change in the attitudes of participants could
be attributed to the trip itself. However, in
some cases the comparison group also
changed in one way or another. In these
cases, we asked whether the change
experienced by participants was different
from the change experienced by the
comparison group (for a full description of
this methodology and the statistical models
used to assess Birthright’s impact, see
Technical Appendix A).
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Connection to Israel

This is consistent with earlier findings
indicating that liberal Birthright applicants
felt less connected to Israel before the trip
(Shain et al., 2015). However, Birthright had
a positive impact on connection to Israel
for participants across the political
spectrum: All three groups became more
connected to Israel after going on the trip.
The change was larger for liberals and
moderates than for conservatives; this may
be because conservatives were more
connected to Israel before the trip, leaving
less room for their feelings to increase.

Participation in Birthright dramatically
increased feelings of connection to Israel
(Figure 5). Before the trip, 26% of
participants “very much” felt a connection
to Israel; after the trip, 47% “very much” felt
a connection to Israel. In contrast, there was
no significant change in connection to Israel
for the comparison group during this sixmonth period.
Before the trip, liberal and moderate
participants felt less connected to Israel
than conservative participants (Figure 6).

Figure 5: Connection to Israel (pre- versus post-trip)

Pre-trip

9%

Post-trip
100%

3%
80%

60%

40%

20%
Not at all

32%
18%

0%
A little

32%

26%

3 3%
20%
Somewhat

47%

40%

60%

80%

100%

Very much

Question text: “To what extent do you feel a connection to Israel?”
Note: Two-way table of frequencies. See Table B6 in Technical Appendix B for 95% confidence intervals and significance
tests. The independent effect of Birthright participation was confirmed statistically using difference-in-difference models,
available upon request.
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Figure 6: Connection to Israel (by political views)
Liberal
Pre-trip

12%

Post-trip

4%

39%

31%

22%

18%

35%

39%

Moderate
Pre-trip

5%

Post-trip

22%

2% 12%

39%

34%

30%

56%

Conservative
Pre-trip

3%

Post-trip
100%

16%

1% 8%
80%

60%
40%
20%
Not at all
A little

31%
24%

0%
20%
40%
Somewhat
Very much

50%
67%
60%

80%

100%

Question text: “To what extent do you feel a connection to Israel?”
Note: Two-way tables of frequencies. See Table B7 in Technical Appendix B for 95% confidence intervals and significance
tests. The independent effect of Birthright participation on participants with different political views was confirmed
statistically using difference-in-difference models, available upon request.

Understanding Israel
As a result of their Birthright trips,
participants’ exposure to news about Israel
increased, and they became more
confident in their understanding of the
current situation in Israel. After their
Birthright trip, participants’ social media
feeds included stories about Israel more
often (Figure 7). Once again, there was no
change among the nonparticipant
comparison group during this period. The
impact of the trip was not different for
those with different pre-trip political
stances.10

After their Birthright trip, participants
became more confident in their
understanding of the current situation in
Israel (Figure 8), while there was no similar
change in the confidence level of
nonparticipants. Compared to political
conservatives, political liberals and
moderates were less confident in their
understanding of the situation in Israel
before the trip, however, the impact of the
trip was greater for political liberals and
moderates than for political conservatives
(Figure 9).11
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Figure 7: Stories about Israel in social media feed (pre- versus post-trip)

Pre-trip

11%

Post-trip

7%

16%

22%
11%

0%

24%
23%

20%

Several times a day

16%
23%

40%

Once a day

12%

60%

Every few days

Once a week

14%
8%

80%
Once

Never

6%
7%
100%

Don't use social media

Question text: “In the PAST MONTH, how often did your Facebook, Twitter, or other social media feed include stories
about Israel?”
Note: Two-way table of frequencies. See Table B8 in Technical Appendix B for 95% confidence intervals and significance
tests. The independent effect of Birthright participation was confirmed statistically using difference-in-difference models,
available upon request.

Figure 8: Confidence in understanding the current situation in Israel (pre- versus post-trip)

Pre-trip

15%

Post-trip

100%

80%

Strongly disagree

60%
Disagree

21%

18%

5% 15%

17%

40%

20%

28%

32%

0%

Somewhat disagree

20%

12% 7%

22%

40%

Somewhat agree

9%

60%
Agree

80%

100%

Strongly agree

Question text: “To what extent do you agree or disagree with the following statement: I feel confident that I understand the
current situation in Israel.”
Note: Two-way table of frequencies. See Table B9 in Technical Appendix B for 95% confidence intervals and significance
tests. The independent effect of Birthright participation was confirmed statistically using difference-in-difference models,
available upon request.
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Figure 9: Confidence in understanding the current situation in Israel (by political views)

Liberal
Pre-trip

17%

Post-trip

25%

18%

6% 17%

26%

9% 4%

19%

30%

21%

6%

18%

29%

14% 10%

Moderate
Pre-trip

10%

19%

4% 11% 13%

38%

Pre-trip

7% 7% 14%

36%

Post-trip

2% 10% 11%

Post-trip

22%

12%

Conservative

100%

80%

Strongly disagree

60%
Disagree

40%

20%

0%

Somewhat disagree

21%

31%
20%

15%

27%
40%

Somewhat agree

19%
60%

Agree

80%

100%

Strongly agree

Question text: “To what extent do you agree or disagree with the following statement: I feel confident that I
understand the current situation in Israel.”
Note: Two-way table of frequencies. See Table B10 in Technical Appendix B for 95% confidence intervals and
significance tests.
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Talking about Israel

express my opinions about Israel around
people I don’t know” (Figure 12). The
nonparticipant comparison group, in
contrast, became slightly more likely to
agree with this statement. Birthright’s
impact on this item is evident for liberal,
moderate, and conservative participants.12

After the trip, Birthright participants were
slightly less likely to be reluctant to express
their opinions about Israel. After returning
from the trip, participants became less likely
to agree with the statement: “I prefer not to

Figure 10: Reluctance to express opinions about Israel (pre- versus post-trip)
Nonparticipant comparison group
Pre-trip

6% 9%

Post-trip

3% 14%

20%

27%

22%

15%

16%

26%

24%

17%

6% 13% 15%

27%

24%

15%

Participants
Pre-trip
Post-trip
100%

7% 16%
80%

Strongly disagree

60%
Disagree

40%

20%

15%

24%
0%

Somewhat disagree

20%

24%
40%

Somewhat agree

14%
60%
Agree

80%

100%

Strongly agree

Question text: “To what extent do you agree or disagree with the following statement: I prefer not to express my opinions
about Israel around people I don’t know.”
Note: Two-way tables of frequencies. See Table B11 in Technical Appendix B for 95% confidence intervals and significance
tests. The independent effect of Birthright participation was confirmed statistically using difference-in-difference models,
available upon request.
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Views on Contentious Political Issues
Birthright participants encounter several
contentious political issues on the trip,
including the relationship between Israel
and the Palestinians, the relationship
between Israel and neighboring Arab states,
and the relationship between religion and
state. Notwithstanding the perceptions of
some participants that the trip was
politically biased toward Israel (p. 11), the
trip had no significant, substantive impact
on participants’ views on any of these
controversial issues. Going on a Birthright
trip did not significantly change participants’
views with regard to thinking that Israel is
under constant threat from hostile
neighbors who seek its destruction, or that
Israel is part of God’s plan for the Jewish
people. There was also no change in the
attitudes of the nonparticipant comparison
group with respect to either of these
statements.13
During the six months between the pre- and
post-trip surveys, there was a small increase
in agreement that Israel is guilty of violating
the human rights of the Palestinian people.
However, this change cannot be attributed
to the trip, since it was observed for both
the participants and the nonparticipant
comparison group. For both groups this
change was concentrated among political
liberals.14

Similarly, between the pre- and post-trip
surveys, both participants and the
nonparticipant comparison group became
slightly more likely to have an opinion about
the future of Jewish settlements in the West
Bank.15 The Birthright trip did not influence
participants’ likelihood of having an opinion
or the opinion itself. Even after the trip, the
most common response to the question
about the future of the West Bank
settlements was “don’t know” (44% among
participants and 46% among
nonparticipants).
During the six months between the pre- and
post-trip surveys, the nonparticipant
comparison group also became slightly less
likely to agree that Israel upholds freedom
of religion for all of its citizens. This change
may be related to political developments
that occurred at the time, such as the Israeli
government suspending its plan to develop
a pluralistic worship space at the Western
Wall and advancing a bill that would grant
the Orthodox Chief Rabbinate exclusive
control over conversions in Israel (BorschelDan & Fulbright, 2017; Fulbright, 2017).
Whether Birthright applicants were aware
of these developments or had opinions on
the topic is unknown. Unlike the
comparison group, Birthright participants
did not become significantly less likely to
agree with this statement, suggesting that
the trip may have prevented participants
from adopting a more negative view of
Israel’s stance on freedom of religion
(Figure 11).

21

22

Israel, Politics, and Birthright Israel

Finally, on all of these measures—
connection to Israel, understanding Israel,
talking about Israel, social media, and
perceptions of Israel and its policies on
human rights and religious pluralism—
participants on buses implementing the
social diversity module did not differ from
those on buses without the social diversity
module.16

Overall, these results suggest that the trip
had little impact on participants’ opinions
with regard to controversial debates in
Israeli politics.

Figure 11: Israel upholds freedom of religion for all of its citizens (pre- versus post-trip)

Nonparticipant comparison group
Pre-trip

3% 5% 9%

28%

25%

Post-trip

3% 6% 13%

29%

24%

Pre-trip

2% 4%11%

28%

28%

Post-trip

2% 5% 11%

30%
25%

Participants

100%

80%

Strongly disagree

60%
Disagree

40%

20%

0%

Som ewhat disagree

23%

27%

31%
20%

40%

Somewhat agree

27%
60%
Agree

80%

100%

Strongly agree

Question text: “To what extent do you agree or disagree with the following statement: Israel upholds the freedom of
religion of all its citizens.”
Note: Two-way tables of frequencies. See Table B12 in Technical Appendix B for 95% confidence intervals and significance
tests. The independent effect of Birthright participation was confirmed statistically using difference-in-difference models,
available upon request.
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Canadian Birthright Applicants
Key Findings
Before their Birthright trip, just under half of Canadian applicants felt confident in
their understanding of the situation in Israel, and just over half of Canadian
applicants identified as political liberals. Canadian participants were more likely
than US participants to view the trip as politically neutral. As with US participants,
Birthright had a strong impact on Canadian participants’ connection to Israel but
little to no effect on Canadian participants’ views on Israel’s policies.

Before the trip, just over half of Canadian
applicants had confidence in their
understanding of the situation in Israel.
Similar to their US counterparts, before the
trip, 51% of Canadian applicants disagreed
with the statement “I feel confident that I
understand the current situation in Israel,”
suggesting a low baseline level of engagement
with Israeli politics (Table 4).

Just over half of Canadian applicants
identified as political liberals. As shown in
Table 5, 52% of Canadian applicants identified
as liberal. (Because this term is used by the
“Liberal Party of Canada,” being liberal likely
has a different connotation for Canadian and
US respondents.)

Table 4: Confidence in understanding
the current situation in Israel (Canadian
applicants pre-trip)
Canadian Birthright
applicants
Strongly disagree

12%

Disagree

20%

Somewhat disagree

19%

Somewhat agree

27%

Agree

14%

Strongly agree
Total
Question text: “To what extent do you agree or
disagree with the statement: I feel confident that I
understand the current situation in Israel.”

8%
100%
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Table 5: Political views (Canadian
applicants pre-trip)

Trip Evaluation and Impact
Because there are substantially fewer
Canadian Birthright applicants, and hence
fewer Canadian respondents to the survey, it
is more difficult to detect statistically
significant trip impacts on Canadian
applicants, in comparison to US applicants.

Canadian
Birthright
applicants
Extremely liberal

7%

Liberal

32%

Slightly liberal

13%

Moderate

23%

Slightly conservative

12%

Conservative

12%

Extremely conservative

Birthright had a strong impact on Canadian
participants’ connection to Israel (Figure
12). As with US participants, Birthright’s
impact on connection to Israel for Canadian
participants was evident for those who
identified as liberal, moderate, and
conservative.

1%

Total

100%

Question text: “In terms of political views, people

often classify themselves as ‘liberal’ or
‘conservative.’ Where would you place yourself
on this scale?”

Birthright did not appear to have an impact
on Canadian participants’ opinions on
settlements in the West Bank or on their
perceptions of Israel or its politics (not
shown).17

Figure 12: Connection to Israel (Canadian participants)

Pre-trip

11%

Post-trip
100%

22%

4% 17%
80%

60%
40%
Not at all

20%
A little

0%
20%
Somewhat

33%

29%
40%
60%
Very much

34%

50%
80%

100%

Question text: “To what extent do you feel a connection to Israel?”
Note: Two-way table of frequencies. See Table B13 in Technical Appendix B for 95% confidence intervals and significance tests.
The independent effect of Birthright participation was confirmed statistically using difference-in-difference models, available
upon request.
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Discussion
Since its inception, more than 700,000
young adults from around the world
(including Israel) have participated in
Birthright Israel. The scale of the Birthright
initiative suggests the potential for
influencing how a generation
of North American Jews feels and thinks
about its Jewish identity and Israel. Nearly
two decades of studies of the impact of the
trip indicate that the program is highly
successful, not only in the short-term, but
in its long-lasting positive effects.
Birthright’s strongest impact is its ability to
strengthen participants’ emotional ties to
Israel.
Notwithstanding its past success, the
present study assesses the impact of the
trip at a time when there is a growing
partisan divide about Israel. The present
study of North American applicants and
participants to summer 2017 trips provides
strong evidence that the experience
continues to have extremely positive
effects, without promoting a particular
political agenda.
The study finds that Birthright Israel
applicants continue to represent the
diversity of backgrounds of young American

Jews. In particular, there is no evidence that
they are self-selected based on political
ideology. Most Birthright participants, like
their peers, are attuned to US politics and
hold liberal political views. Nevertheless,
they join the trip with limited confidence in
their understanding of the situation in
Israel. They leave Israel reporting that the
trip included thoughtful discussions not only
of Jewish history and values, the Holocaust
and Zionism, but also about the IsraeliPalestinian conflict, Arabs in Israeli society,
and the settlements. They return home
having gained increased confidence in their
understanding of the situation in Israel and
dramatic growth in feelings of connection to
Israel, with 47% of participants “very much”
feeling a connection to Israel after the trip
versus only 26% before the trip.
The impact on feelings of connection to
Israel was evident regardless of participants’
political orientation: whether they identified
as liberal, moderate, or conservative.
However, the strongest effect on
connection to Israel was for those who
identified as liberals, partly a result of being
less connected to Israel before the trip and,
as a consequence, having more room for an
increase in feelings of connection.
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There is no evidence that the trip had a
measureable effect on participants’ political
views with respect to Israel. The trip did not
change participants’ pre-existing
perceptions of Israel as either a vulnerable
state or as a violator of human rights. That
both participants and the nonparticipant
comparison group became more likely to
have a position on the future of the West
Bank suggests that Birthright was not
responsible for the change in either group.
Perhaps most importantly, the findings
indicated that the substantial majority of
participants agreed that the trip included
thoughtful discussions of the IsraeliPalestinian conflict and that the trip allowed
for a diversity of opinion about the conflict.
These findings may reflect the political
neutrality that Birthright sought as well as
participants’ reaction to the program’s
practice of providing multiple perspectives
on a variety of social and political issues.
Conversations regarding the conflict, Arabs
in Israeli society, and settlements in the
West Bank frequently expose participants
to a number of politically charged political
positions. The data suggest that most
participants believed Birthright achieved a
balanced presentation of these topics.
Perception of the trip’s political neutrality
appear to be influenced by participants’
pre-trip expectations. Participants who
expected the trip to be an “encounter with
the real Israel” tended to view the trip as
more politically neutral compared to their
peers who did not expect an “encounter
with the real Israel.” This suggests that the
way participants perceive the political tone
of the trip may be strongly influenced by

what psychologists call “confirmation
bias” (Nickerson, 1998). Participants who
expected the trip to be either politically
biased or politically neutral may have ended
up perceiving it in a way that confirmed
their prior expectations. This possibility
deserves further investigation.
With regard to the social diversity module
that was tested in 2017, participants on
buses that received the module were more
likely than other participants to say that
their trip included thoughtful discussions
about Arabs in Israeli society, the West
Bank settlements, and the Israeli-Palestinian
conflict. Yet, participation in the social
diversity module did not appear to change
participants’ perceptions of the trip’s
political neutrality. Furthermore, the impact
of the Birthright trip—on feelings of
connection to Israel, understanding Israel,
talking about Israel and exposure to Israel
on social media—was not different for
participants who experienced the social
diversity curriculum versus those who did
not. Exposure to diverse narratives about
Arabs in Israeli society did not appear to
change participants’ views about Israel.
This study also indicates that politically
liberal applicants to the summer 2017
trips—both participants and the
nonparticipant comparison group—became
slightly more critical of Israeli policy during
the six-month period between the pre-trip
survey in April 2017 and the post-trip survey
in December 2017. For example, political
liberals in both groups were slightly more
likely to agree that Israel was guilty of
violating the human rights of Palestinians.
This development is not surprising in light of
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the news coverage of clashes between
Palestinian rioters and Israeli police
following the installation of metal detectors
outside the Temple Mount in Jerusalem
(Kershner, 2017) or President Trump’s
recognition of Jerusalem as Israel’s capital
(Landler, 2017).18 Participants and
nonparticipants also became slightly less
likely to agree that Israel upholds the
religious freedom of all its citizens, which
again, may reflect particular events—most
notably, the Israeli government’s decisions
in summer 2017 regarding worship at the
Western Wall and conversions in Israel (see
page 21).
In the context of increasingly polarized
debate about Israel, Birthright’s role may be
even more important than when it was
founded. On their Birthright trips,
participants were not only able to hear
about Jewish history and Zionism but were

also able to engage with some of Israel’s
most difficult political issues. The majority
of Birthright participants, representative of
their generation, are politically liberal. Yet,
as this study demonstrates, Birthright has
been successful in enhancing Jewish young
adults’ feelings of connection to Israel
regardless of political orientation. As a
result of the trip, Birthright participants
gained confidence in their understanding of
Israel, even as their views of Israel and its
policies remained largely unchanged. The
ability to engage with Israel and its
challenges thoughtfully stands in marked
contrast to the often contentious discussion
of Israel across US Jewish communities. As
Jewish communal organizations adjust to an
era of growing partisanship, the example of
Birthright suggests that political divides are
not necessarily a barrier to fostering
connection to and knowledge of Israel.
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About this Study
The findings in this report are based on data
collected in a pair of surveys of the summer
2017 Birthright Israel cohort of North
American applicants. The pre-trip survey
was conducted shortly prior to the trips via
an online questionnaire, with email
invitations sent to respondents on March
30, 2017, and reminder emails sent on April
5, April 13, April 21, and May 1. The survey
closed on May 9, 2017. A subsample of
3,000 applicants was selected to receive
follow-up phone calls intended to
encourage respondents to complete the
survey online. All respondents were offered
the opportunity to win one of two $100
Amazon.com gift cards. Of the 29,935
applicants invited to take the survey, 6,127
completed the survey for a response rate
(AAPOR RR2) of 23.2%.
The post-trip survey was conducted three
to six months after the trip via an online
questionnaire, with email invitations sent to
respondents on November 13, 2017, and
reminder emails sent on November 21,
November 27, December 4, and December
21. The survey closed on January 16, 2018.
Both participants and non-participants were
invited to participate in the survey. A

subsample of 6,324 participants and 1,046
nonparticipants were selected to receive
follow-up phone calls intended to
encourage survey completion. All
respondents were offered the opportunity
to win one of ten $100 Amazon.com gift
cards. Of the 31,264 individuals invited to
take the survey, 4,668 completed the survey
for a response rate (AAPOR RR2) of 14.9%
(17.0% for participants, 9.6% for nonparticipants).
A non-response analysis reveals that
applicants who responded to the surveys
and applicants who did not were very
similar on a variety of demographic and
Jewish background measures. There were
only three systematic differences between
those who completed the pre- and post-trip
surveys and those who did not: Survey
respondents were more likely to be female,
age 22 or older, and have only one Jewish
parent. Weights were calculated to adjust
for nonresponse bias on these variables.
This study employs a quasi-experimental
design in which we survey the “treatment”
group (Birthright participants) and a
“comparison” group (eligible nonparticipant
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applicants) before and after the Birthright
trips. We compare the change among the
Birthright participants to the change among
the comparison group. To measure change
we compare each individual’s response to a
pre-trip measure to his/her own response
to the same measure on the post-trip
survey. Any change among the participants
that is different from the change among the
comparison group can be attributed to
Birthright participation.

The analysis in this report focuses mainly on
participants and on the changes in their
attitudes and views before and after the
trip. To measure change we compare each
individual’s response to a pre-trip measure
to his/her own response to the same
measure on the post-trip survey. When
relevant, we also report change among
nonparticipants.
Additional details about the study’s
methodology and analysis paradigm can be
found in Technical Appendix A.
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Notes
1

This conclusion is based on a study that included in-depth interviews with 22 Birthright participants, all of whom
were recruited using convenience sampling. All of the participants were college students, and all but two were
California residents.
2

Conclusions based on results of ordered logistic regression models on thoughtful discussions of different issues,
controlling for pre-trip confidence in explaining situation in Israel, gender, age, Orthodox identification, most
intense form of Jewish education, prior Israel experience, and pre-trip political ideology. Complete model results
available upon request.
3

See Table B4 in Technical Appendix B for two-way tables of frequencies with 95% confidence intervals and
significance tests.
4

The open-ended question text was: “Do you think your Birthright Israel trip addressed the Israeli-Palestinian
conflict in an appropriate way? Why or why not?” Two thirds of respondents provided an answer to this question.
5

Conclusions based on results of multinomial logistic regression model on appropriateness of whether the conflict
was addressed appropriately, controlling for pre-trip confidence in explaining situation in Israel, gender, age,
Orthodox identification, most intense form of Jewish education, prior Israel experience, and pre-trip political
ideology. Complete model results available upon request.
6

In addition, only 2% of participant explicitly expressed the view that Birthright or its funders had an “agenda”
that shaped the discussions on the trip
7

Conclusions based on results of a multinomial logistic regression model on agreeing that the trip was politically
biased toward Israel, politically neutral, or giving contradictory responses, controlling for pre-trip confidence in
explaining situation in Israel, gender, age, Orthodox identification, most intense form of Jewish education, prior
Israel experience, and pre-trip political ideology. Complete model results available upon request.
8

9

Buses were not designated as including the social diversity module when participants made their trip selection.

Conclusions based on results of ordered logistic regression models on thoughtful discussions of different issues
and agreeing that the trip allowed for diversity of opinion about the conflict, controlling for pre-trip confidence in
explaining situation in Israel, gender, age, Orthodox identification, most intense form of Jewish education, prior
Israel experience, pre-trip political ideology, and being on a social diversity module bus. Complete model results
available upon request.
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10

Conclusions based on a random effects, ordered logistic regression model of seeing stories about Israel on
social media run on a reshaped, observation-level dataset. The model was run for US Birthright participants who
use social media only and specified as a difference-in-difference model, controlling for pre-trip political ideology,
a “time 2 (post trip)” dummy variable, and an interaction term. Complete model results available upon request.
See Technical Appendix A for additional methodological details.
11

Conclusions based on a random effects, ordered logistic regression model of confidence in explaining the
situation in Israel run on a reshaped, observation-level dataset. The model was run for US Birthright participants
only and specified as a difference-in-difference model, controlling for pre-trip political ideology, a “time 2 (post
trip)” dummy variable, and an interaction term. Complete model results available upon request. See Technical
Appendix A for additional methodological details.
12

Conclusions based on a random effects, ordered logistic regression model of hiding views about Israel run on a
reshaped, observation-level dataset. The model was run for US Birthright participants only and specified as a
difference-in-difference model, controlling for pre-trip political ideology, a “time 2 (post trip)” dummy variable,
and an interaction term. Complete model results available upon request. See Technical Appendix A for additional
methodological details.
13

Conclusions based on random effects, ordered logistic regression models of views about Israel run on a
reshaped, observation-level dataset. The models were specified as difference-in-difference models for US
applicants only, controlling for Birthright Israel participation, a “time 2 (post trip)” dummy variable, and an
interaction term. Complete model results available upon request. See Technical Appendix A for additional
methodological details.
14

Conclusions based on random effects, ordered logistic regression models of agreeing that Israel violates the
human rights of the Palestinians run on a reshaped, observation-level dataset. Separate models were run for
Birthright participants and nonparticipants, both specified as a difference-in-difference model, controlling for
pre-trip political ideology, a “time 2 (post trip)” dummy variable, and an interaction term. Complete model
results available upon request. See Technical Appendix A for additional methodological details.
15

Conclusions based on a series of random effects, binary logistic regression models of opinions on West Bank
settlements. The models were specified as difference-in-difference models for US applicants only, controlling for
Birthright Israel participation, a “time 2 (post trip)” dummy variable, and an interaction term. Complete model
results available upon request. See Technical Appendix A for additional methodological details.
16

Conclusions based on random effects, ordered and binary logistic regression models of connection to Israel,
confidence explaining the situation in Israel, seeing stories about Israel on social media, hiding views about Israel,
view of Israel, and opinion on West Bank settlements, run on a reshaped, observation-level dataset. The models
were run for US Birthright participants only and specified as difference-in-difference models, controlling for
assignment to a social diversity module bus, a “time 2 (post trip)” dummy variable, and an interaction term.
Complete model results available upon request. See Technical Appendix A for additional methodological details.
17

Conclusions based on random effects, ordered and binary logistic regression models of connection to Israel,
confidence explaining the situation in Israel, seeing stories about Israel on social media, hiding views about Israel,
view of Israel, and opinion on West Bank settlements run on a reshaped, observation-level dataset. The models
were specified as a difference-in-difference model for Canadian applicants only, controlling for Birthright Israel
participation, a “time 2 (post trip)” dummy variable, and an interaction term. Complete model results available
upon request. See Technical Appendix A for additional methodological details.
18

Almost two-thirds (64%) of respondents completed the post-trip survey after President Trump made his speech
formally recognizing Jerusalem as Israel’s capital on December 6, 2017.
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Appendix
Summer 2017 Birthright Applicants: Demographics and Jewish
Background

Demographic information on US and Canadian Birthright Applicants is described in A1.
Table A1: Demographics
US Birthright
applicants
Percent female
Percent 18-21

57%
49%

Canadian Birthright
applicants
55%
43%

Percent currently in school

69%

70%

Percent completed bachelor’s degree

41%

42%

The largest proportion of Birthright applicants (43%) are currently not affiliated with any
denomination and consider themselves “Just Jewish.” The denomination applicants are most
likely to be affiliated with is Reform (31%) (Table A2).
Table A2: Current identification with Jewish denomination
US Birthright
applicants

Canadian Birthright
applicants

Reform

31%

14%

Conservative

13%

17%

Orthodox

7%

5%

Reconstructionist

1%

1%

43%

54%

5%

8%

100%

100%

Just Jewish
Other
Total
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Just over two thirds of applicants in the United States and just over three quarters in Canada
had two Jewish parents. Over one quarter in the United States and just under half in Canada
had visited Israel prior to applying to Birthright (Table A3).
Just over one quarter (27%) of Birthright applicants in the United States had no formal Jewish
education (Table A4). Among the 49% who did not attend day school but had at least one year
of Jewish supplementary school, the mean number of years attending supplementary school
was 6.3. Among the 24% who had at least one year of day school, the average number of
years attending day school attended was 7.6.

Table A3: Jewish parents and Israel experience
US Birthright
applicants

Canadian Birthright
applicants

Have two Jewish parents

67%

78%

Prior Israel experience

28%

45%

Table A4: Most intense form of Jewish education
US Birthright
applicants

Canadian Birthright
applicants

No Jewish education

27%

24%

Jewish supplementary school

49%

29%

At least one year of day school

24%

47%

100%

100%

Total

The Cohen Center for Modern Jewish Studies at Brandeis University is a multi-disciplinary
research institute dedicated to the study of American Jewry and issues related to contemporary
Jewish life.
The Steinhardt Social Research Institute (SSRI), hosted at CMJS, uses innovative research
methods to collect and analyze socio-demographic data on the Jewish community.
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