
 

 
 
 
 

Onward Israel: encourages engagement with Israel through mid-length programs that 

combine academic credits, professional internship opportunities, volunteer placements and 

leadership tracks.  The program reaches out to young Jews for whom spending an entire 

semester or year in Israel is not practicable or not practicable at that stage in their life, and 

thereby works to expand the number of young Jews who spend extended periods in Israel 

after high school and birthright. 

 

Program Evaluation: Since its inception the program and its impact on the North American 

market has been evaluated by Rosov Consulting.  The first programs were held in 2012, and 

a survey was done on 122 participants with a response rate of 88%.  Only 6% of the 

respondents had no previous Jewish engagement; for 71% their primary interest was 

coming to Israel; 89% were likely or very likely to recommend the program; 65% agreed or 

strongly agreed that they gained skills that will be useful in their career path; 58% agreed or 

strongly agreed that based on their experience they would like to be involved in Jewish life 

on campus or in their community; 81%, agreed or strongly agreed that the program 

impacted their sense of their personal connection to Jewish culture; the programs’ 

strongest impact is the degree to which they affect the participants’ understanding of Israel.   

 

Employer Satisfaction and Growth Potential: A survey conducted among organizations that 

received interns revealed a high level of satisfaction and an interest in receiving more 

interns in 2013.  A survey is being conducted among universities in the US to gauge their 

opinions on the degree to which short-term programs in Israel will be attractive to their 

students. 

 

Study of Graduates: Research among 2011 mid-length summer program participants 

revealed that most participants are female college students or graduates engaged with 

Jewish life.  Career advancement is a leading reason for participation, together with 

deepening connection with Israel and Israelis, personal growth, and improving such skills as 

Hebrew.   

 

Birthright potential interest: birthright returnees in North America, primarily from the last 

two years, were surveyed to gauge their interest in mid-length programs.  58% intend to 

visit Israel in the next few years: 88% are likely or very likely to participate in an internship 

program; 52% to participate in an academic program; 61% to participate in a 

volunteer/service learning program.  The three most critical elements of an organized 

program in Israel all relate to direct contact with Israelis and getting an unmediated view of 

the real Israel.   

 

FSU birthright graduates: 31% would be interested in a 5-10 month MASA program and 

27% in a shorter-length program.  73% are interested in professional studies program; 77% 

in tours around the country; 69% in programs that combine studies with experiences in 

Israel; 64% in programs that combine Hebrew study with experiences in Israel.  

 



 

Market research to identify potential partners for all Jewish Agency activities in North 

America: 312 organizations and groups were identified, with an additional 45 that are of 

“high probability” relevant and a further 48 that are of “medium probability.” 

 

Participants in Onward Israel, Cohort II, 2013 
The target population for this study was the 267 North Americans and 141 Europeans who 

participated in the summer of 2013 and the 126 Southern Hemisphere participants who 

went in the winter 2013/2014 (534 total).  The overall final response rate was 70% for the 

pre-program survey, 47% for the post-program survey, and 38% for those who took both 

the pre-program and post-program survey. 

 

The majority of the respondents reported some type of experience with a Jewish youth 

group, a supplemental Jewish school, or an overnight Jewish camp. For most participants 

(especially those not from Eastern Europe), Onward Israel was not their first experience of a 

Jewish communal or educational program.  

 

However, across the globe, participants’ prior experiences varied greatly, again reflecting 

well known differences in Jewish educational norms worldwide.  North Americans and 

Eastern Europeans were much less likely to have attended Jewish day schools, while those 

in Latin America and in Australia/South Africa most likely attended and for a longer period 

of time.  A higher proportion of North Americans reported having attended supplementary 

Jewish schools. By contrast, very few of the Eastern Europeans, Australians/South Africans, 

or Latin Americans had experienced Jewish supplementary education.   

 

The program draws participants who, even before they start the program, generally express 

positive attitudes to Israel and to being Jewish.  At the time that they start the program, the 

participants are less confident about what they know about Israel and Jewish life; by the 

time they complete it, their positive attitudes remain stable while their confidence about 

what they know about Israel and Jewish life significantly increases.  They return home 

expressing a much stronger understanding of Israel and of what it means to be Jewish. 

 

A strong commitment expressed through enrollment: The participants talk in exceptionally 

positive terms about their time on the program.  At the same time, statistical analysis of 

their responses reveals limited positive attitudinal change as a result of these experiences. 

This is not a contradiction. In effect, the participants’ positive attitudes are already 

“factored-in” before they start the program.  Choosing to spend seven weeks in Israel rather 

than in some other part of the world (at the Bank of Israel in Jerusalem rather than the 

World Bank in Washington), they already indicate where their center of gravity is located.  

And by committing to a program that requires most of them to invest their own financial 

resources, they exhibit a higher degree of commitment than is displayed by participants in 

much shorter programs with a very low financial threshold.  It should come as no surprise 

that their positive attitudes do not significantly increase over this seven-week period.  In 

effect, they reach an attitudinal ceiling in choosing to enroll.  All gains thereafter are 

incremental.  



 

 

Stability and greater sophistication rather than significant attitudinal change: The general 

stability of the participants’ positive attitudes is noteworthy. Unlike on many other Israel 

experiences, these young people do not encounter Israel within a tightly controlled 

environment.  They do not meet only the most committed members of Israel society such as 

compelling Israel experience guides or elite soldiers.  In Onward Israel, the participants 

experience day-to-day life in Israel with all of its complexities and challenges, and they 

interact with regular Israelis.  As the participants indicate, these experiences enable them to 

come away with a much better appreciation and understanding of Israel and what it means 

to be Jewish; some of the biggest gains identified in the pre/post analysis highlight the 

participants’ confidence in explaining the current situation in Israel and in their appreciation 

of Jewish diversity.  And yet, they have not been put off by the complexities and challenges 

they now better understand. This is a significant achievement.  They return home with a less 

romanticized and more sophisticated understanding of both Israel and Jewish life but are no 

less committed to these things.  

 

The special power of motivations: The participants’ personal backgrounds (their 

denominational affiliation; their prior Jewish involvements; or the extent of time they 

previously spent in Israel) were not directly related to differences in pre/post test results. 

There were, however, significant differences in the ways in which participants were changed 

in relation to the motivations with which they enrolled.  Three groups of participants were 

defined on the basis of their motivations for participation:  

i. The “Cool”: This group is motivated by an opportunity to go abroad, gaining valuable 

work experience, and learning more about Israel.  They are less interested in Jewish-

related areas and giving back to the community (29% of the participants).  

ii. The “Curious”: This group is motivated by gaining valuable work experience, wanting 

to go abroad, wanting to have fun, exploring their Jewish identity, and learning 

about Israel.  They are less interested in giving back to the Jewish community and in 

learning about Judaism (42% of the participants).  

iii. The “Keen”: This group is motivated in all areas: enhancing their resume, wanting to 

go abroad, wanting to have fun, gaining valuable work experience, learning about 

Israel, and learning about Judaism (29% of the participants).  

 

Differences in motivation were strongly related to variations in the ways that participants 

were changed by the experience. The goals with which individuals entered the program 

were the strongest predictor of what they got out of their time in Israel.  

 

The first group was changed most even though they were the least motivated.  We attribute 

this counterintuitive outcome to the fact that when they entered the program, the 

members of this group exhibited the least positive responses to a variety of outcomes 

measures. This meant that they had more room to be changed by the program, and indeed 

were, especially in terms of attitudes and knowledge about Israel and professional matters.  

 

The third group, which was most motivated across all areas, exhibited the least change in 

regards to the impact questions.  This is probably because their generally positive 



 

motivations were consistent with strongly positive attitudes to Israel and Jewish matters 

when they started the program. They had very little room to change as a result of their time 

in Israel within the current program configurations.  

 

The second group exhibited outcomes that fell somewhere between the two other groups. 

They mainly changed in terms of their sense of what they knew about Israel, Jewish matters 

and personal and professional issues. They exhibited limited attitudinal change with respect 

to Israel and Jewish matters, and more in the personal and professional sphere 

 

Overall, the Onward participants were very satisfied with the program. Approximately 95% 

said they were “very likely” or “somewhat likely” to encourage their friends to either 

participate in the same program or in any Onward program.  Most of them were satisfied 

with the various features of the program and rated them as good or excellent: Food 

Allowance/Living Stipend, Accommodations/Lodging, Group Coordinator/Counselor, and 

communal living with peers. They expressed least satisfaction with the tours and the 

Internship Coordinator. The two program elements identified as most helpful were the 

Internship/Fellowship/Service Learning Project and informal interactions with Israelis 

outside of the program. The element with the smallest impact was the optional Onward 

Israel Programming. In regards to the Shabbaton, the statement that the respondents most 

agreed with was that celebrating Shabbat with other Onward groups was a valuable 

experience. In general, most of the participants agreed or strongly agreed that the site visits 

were a valuable experience, the group discussions were engaging, they were exposed to 

new ideas, and they were able to celebrate Shabbat in their own way.  

 

Respondents answered questions about which aspects of Onward Israel they anticipated 

might have a most lasting impact and time spent with Onward peers outside of structured 

programming was the most frequent answer. Next most frequently identified was the core 

program component, the Internship/Service-Learning/Fellowship, and time spent on own. 

 

Recommendations:  Rosov highlighted three particular ways in which the program might 

productively be developed: 

1. The real Israel – Given that those who enroll in Onward Israel come with such 

positive attitudes towards Israel, program providers should not be concerned about 

exposing participants to challenging or provocative aspects of life in the country.  On 

the contrary, exposure to such matters seems to deepen participants’ understanding 

of the society and culture.  Such exposure enables participants to gain a more 

mature and nuanced appreciation of the Jewish State. 

 

2. What’s the motivation? - With participants’ motivations being such strong predictors 

of the program’s impact, program providers should make it a great priority to 

uncover what these motivations are.  If they can become adept at identifying what 

are the specific motivations of those who participate in their programs, and what is 

distinctive about their backgrounds in terms of the variables identified 

(denominational affiliation; previous time spent in Israel, intensity of certain 



 

previous Jewish experiences), they can extend their impact by further attuning the 

experiences they provide to these motivations. 

 

3. Serving Israeli-born participants – There are some suggestive indications in the data 

that participants who were born in Israel enroll with distinctive motivations and 

expectations.  Although this sub-group constitutes just less than 10% of the total 

participant population, it is worth considering if its needs and interests might be met 

in distinctive ways that have not yet been considered. 

 

4. Raising the bar – Almost a third of Onward Israel participants (30%) belong to the 

“Keen” Group.  These participants enroll in the program with very high expectations 

for personal and professional growth and with great interest in learning about Israel 

and Jewish life.  The limited positive change among members of this group is 

attributed to the strongly positive attitudes and expressions with which they entered 

the program.  Yet despite their proximity to the attitudinal ceiling, this group might 

nevertheless be stretched further through exposing them to elective program 

options that promise the kinds of growth they seek.  Such opportunities will not 

appeal to the great majority of participants, but will likely resonate strongly with this 

special group.  

 

5. Fine-tuning the marketing strategy – There is great diversity of Onward Israel 

participants across different global regions.  Some of these differences clearly reflect 

variations in local culture in terms of the provision of Jewish education and Jewish 

community.  Other differences are less readily understood.  Why, for example, in 

North America do more women than men enroll in sharp contrast to most other 

regions?  Why do North American enrollees tend to be younger than those from 

elsewhere?  Answers to these questions will help refine how Onward Israel is 

marketed around the world.  

 

Next Steps:  In June 2014 all of the summer 2013 participants from North American and 

Europe were asked to complete a ten-month follow up survey.  The data collected will make 

visible what have been the longer-term impacts of the Onward Israel experience once 

participants have returned to their home communities.  

 

During the summer of 2014 the next group of Onward participants started their Onward 

Israel program. They have already been asked to take a pre-program survey before they 

leave for Israel and will similarly be asked to take a post-program survey after they finish the 

program.  There will be a big increase in the number of participants and programs, which 

will allow a much larger sample size with which to examine the data in more detail. We will 

also compare data from all three cohort years. 

 

 

 


