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Major Insights and Findings

The 2014 Israeli Democracy Index is the twelfth in a series
of reports published since 2003 that seek to examine the
institutional, procedural, and perceptual aspects of Israeli
democracy. Exploring these factors on a regular basis enables
us to observe the processes experienced by Israeli democracy
over time, and allows for comparison with other democracies by
means of international indicators.

This year’s Democracy Index survey focused on social and
economic concerns, which are also the subject of the first
chapter. In the second chapter, we address various aspects of the
country’s political and government systems. The third chapter
deals with Israeli society, in particular the subject of equal rights
and human dignity. In the fourth and final chapter, we present
16 democracy indicators compiled by international research
institutes, and examine Israel’s ranking compared with its own
performance in past years and with other countries throughout
the world at present.

The Israeli Democracy Index 2014 is based on a survey conducted
in March-April 2014 among a representative sample of adults
living in Israel.

This year’s Democracy Index centers on the views of the Israeli
public regarding the country’s economic/social situation and
its effect on Israel's democracy. It was decided to highlight this
subject due to its growing centrality in public discourse over the
past several years, in particular since the wave of social/economic
protests in the summer of 2011. The importance of this topic was
alluded to in previous Democracy Surveys and corroborated by
this years findings: When interviewees were asked to choose
between a social/economic objective and a foreign affairs/
security objective as the top priority in their eyes, the most
frequent response in the total sample was the social/economic
one. Moreover, a majority of the respondents characterized the
level of tension between rich and poor in Israel as “high” (second
only to the friction between Jews and Arabs, and greater than the
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tensions that once headed the list, such as that between right and
left on political/security issues).

How then do Israeli citizens characterize their social/economic
situation?

With regard to their personal situation, a sizeable segment of
the population reported facing difficulties: Roughly one third of
the total sample indicated that their family income was below the
national average. The financial hardships were more pronounced
in the Arab public, where a majority reported incomes below the
national average. One fifth of the total sample stated that they
consider themselves poor. In particular, we found a relatively
strong feeling of poverty among Arabs (as opposed to Jews);
Jews of Asian/African origin; and, to a somewhat lesser degree,
immigrants from the Former Soviet Union (as compared with
second-generation Israelis, and immigrants from Europe and
the Americas) as well as those who identify with the political
right (in contrast with the center and left). At the same time, no
small number reported incomes around or above the national
average, and a moderate level of satisfaction with their family’s
financial situation. In a similar vein, when asked about their
personal situation in general (not only in a financial context), an
unequivocal majority (65.9%) of the total sample classified it as
“good” or “very good” However, not surprisingly, many more of
those who feel poor reported that their personal situation is not
good, compared with those who do not feel poor.

With regard to the social/economic system as a whole: For the
most part, the public expressed a lack of trust in the major players:
the Finance Ministry, the banks, and the large labor unions.
Similarly, a majority of the respondents viewed the influence
of the wealthy on government decision making as harmful to
democracy. At the same time, not all problems in the economic
sphere were seen as damaging to democracy. Thus for example,
only one half of respondents viewed great income disparity as
inherently harmful to democracy.

If in fact the public believes that there is a need for fundamental
improvement in the social/economic space, what steps should
be taken? A majority of respondents are unwilling to pay higher
taxes in order to reduce disparity. Meanwhile, roughly two
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thirds feel that the situation justifies engaging in another round
of social protests, and a majority hold that actions of this type
have a genuine effect on government policy. It would seem,
then, that the public is inclined to believe that the key lies with
the government and not in the hands of the “ordinary citizen”
This is consistent with other findings in the survey, which show
a tendency to hold the government responsible for citizens’
standard of living (rather than the citizens themselves); likewise,
there is widespread opposition to the view that poor people
are responsible for their situation, and that if they only worked
harder, they could pull themselves out of poverty.

We did not confine ourselves to examining the opinions of
the public but also explored the prism through which social/
economic issues are viewed. An important aspect of this “lens” is
knowledge of economic affairs. We sought to assess this through
a series of five questions, creating a range of levels. The most
frequent finding was a moderate level of knowledge. One third
of the population ranked low in this variable, and a fourth scored
high. Level of economic understanding was found to increase
the extent of criticism of the economic/social situation: Those
with a high level of economic knowledge were more inclined
than others to label the tension between rich and poor as high;
to have less faith in the key players in the economic system; and
to be less critical of the poor in terms of their responsibility for
their situation. We also found that according to the parameters
that we tested, certain subgroups of the population exhibit a
relatively low level of economic knowledge: Arabs, women, Jews
of Asian/African origin, FSU immigrants, those with a low level
of education, and voters for the Shas and Likud-Yisrael Beitenu
parties. It is reasonable to assume that their lack of economic
knowledge exacerbates the financial difficulties of these groups,
who are vulnerable in any case.

Another topic that we addressed this year was ideological and
value-based perspectives of the public on economic/social
matters. The most salient finding in this regard is that a majority
of the public—regardless of their personal financial status—
identifies with a social-democratic economic approach, that is,
substantial government intervention in the economy. Only one
fifth support the capitalist system of a free market and a low level
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of government intervention. Interestingly enough, we found a
majority who were opposed to the classic capitalist model also
among those who identify with the right on political/security
matters, and those who voted for parties whose platforms
included a neoliberal approach. In other words, a majority of the
Israeli public, with all its diversity, is interested in moderate to
intensive state involvement in the economy, and is not prepared
to rely on “the invisible hand” to properly regulate the state’s
economy or see to the welfare of its citizens.

This year as well, we asked the public to characterize Israel’s
overall situation. Nearly half of the respondents held that the
country’s situation is “good” (to varying degrees), while roughly
one third classified it as “so-so.” This finding echoes the positive
trend of the past five years. It seems that the Israeli public takes
a more favorable view of the situation, at both the personal and
national levels, than what we see reflected in the media and than
the assessments of some of the experts in various fields. It should
be noted in this context that the characterization of Israel’s
overall situation is slightly less positive among women, Haredim,
secular Jews, and those who identify with the left on political/
security issues.

The public exhibits a high degree of patriotism: A sizeable
majority of respondents are proud to be Israeli, and report that
they feel part of the state and its problems. It is noteworthy that
we found a majority on these questions among Arab interviewees
as well, albeit a much smaller one.

Despite the favorable trend in the overall assessment of the state,
the public displays a low level of trust in state and government
institutions. We recorded a decline in the level of trust in all
institutions surveyed, in comparison with the 2013 survey. The
only three institutions that enjoy the trust of a majority of the
Jewish public are the IDF, the Supreme Court, and the president
of the state, with a majority of Jews expressing a low level of trust
in the government, police, Knesset, religious establishment (Chief
Rabbinate), and the “watchdog of democracy”—the media. The
scale of trust of the Arab interviewees differs from that of the
Jews: At the top of the list is the Supreme Court, followed (in
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descending order) by the police, the president of the state, and
the IDE. The institutions least trusted by the Arab respondents
are the government, the media, and the Knesset. When we broke
down the Jewish sample by level of religiosity, we discovered
(not surprisingly) that the institution that evoked the strongest
differences of opinion was the Supreme Court, which garnered
a very high level of trust among secular and traditional Jews,
and a low level among the religious and Haredi respondents. The
religious subgroup, on the other hand, felt a relatively high level of
trust in the Chief Rabbinate, while Haredim and traditional Jews
expressed a moderate level of trust, and the secular, extremely
little.

The low level of public trust in these institutions goes hand in
hand with (and possibly stems from) a feeling of lack of political
influence. A very large majority of the public feel incapable of
influencing government policy—a situation liable to spark civic
apathy and even delegitimization of government. It should be
noted that this feeling declined somewhat from 2011 to 2013;
however, this year saw an increase in the sense of lack of influence
to alevel reminiscent of the period prior to the social protests. We
found further that a majority of the public hold that politicians
do not care about the opinions of the man in the street, and
are motivated by personal interests. A large percentage also feel
that the political system is corrupt. At the same time, a majority
of the Jewish public (though not the Arab public) nevertheless
assert that they are interested in politics. A majority (of the total
sample) disagree with the position that voting has no impact, and
believe that voting can change things. Let us note that on this
last point, there has been a slight downturn compared with last
year’s Democracy Index, in which many were optimistic about the
chances that voting could change the country’s situation.

An important catalyst for identification with the state is the
prevailing view of its character and goals, and the extent to which
itis run in a manner compatible with them. The present “ID card”
of the State of Israel, as reflected in the Basic Laws, carries the
dual definition of “Jewish and democratic.” Nonetheless, only
about a quarter of those surveyed ascribe equal importance to
both components. Most of the respondents favor one of the two
elements, with a slight preference for “Jewish” over “democratic”

vii



viii

Society, equal
rights, and
human dignity

The Israeli Democracy Index 2014

(38.9% versus 33.5%). This continues the decline that we have
recorded in recent years in public support for the dual identity,
and the ascendance of the definitions that rest on one element
alone. Support for the “Jewish” component of the state stands
out in particular among those who identify with the right, and
among Haredj, religious, and traditional-religious Jews. Support
for the “democratic” aspect is predominant on the center and the
left and among secular Jews. Preference for the mixed definition
is especially strong among the traditional non-religious.

Examining the practical expression of these identities, we find
that a large majority feel that promoting the Jewish component
is truly important to the state’s leaders. As for the democratic
element, a large majority of the Jewish public hold that it is
important to the leadership, as opposed to only about half the
Arab public.

We also examined the public’s order of priorities in matters that
fall under the responsibility of the government. In the social/
economic sphere, a significant difference was found between
Arabs and Jews: Jewish respondents assigned top priority to
narrowing social/economic gaps, whereas the most common
response among Arab interviewees was improving relations
between Jews and Arabs in Israel—a goal that received almost no
support among Jews.

With respect to foreign affairs and security, the most frequent
response in the total sample was achieving a peace agreement
with the Palestinians. This choice of priority was especially
widespread in the Arab public. Meanwhile, peace with the
Palestinians received extremely low support among Jewish
respondents identified with the right on political/security issues,
who gave greater priority to strengthening Israel's military
capabilities and improving its international standing.

In this chapter, we sought to assess the cohesiveness of Israeli
society. Generally speaking, the public perceives the level of
social “togetherness” in Israel as not high. The most negative
responses came from those who consider themselves outside the
mainstream of society: Arabs, those who identify with the left
(on political/security issues), and those who feel poor. Despite
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these differences, it should be stated that the level of solidarity in
Israeli-Jewish society was seen, across the board, as higher than
that of Israeli society as a whole.

As might be expected, we found that financial status correlated
with the sense of belonging to either strong or weak elements
of society, with the poorer respondents (by reported income)
placing themselves in the weaker groups. Nonetheless, a majority
of the public situate themselves at the center of society, that is, in
or near the stronger groups and not on the margins. This is in line
with the finding above that the tension between rich and poor is
seen by interviewees as the second most profound cleavage in
Israel society.

Despite the growing importance of the economic divide, Jewish-
Arab tensions are still seen as the greatest major fault line
in Israel; Jews, more than Arabs, define the level of tension in
this context as “high” It should be recalled that Jewish-Arab
tensions have consistently topped the list in terms of severity on
all Democracy Indexes over the past several years. In addition,
we found in this year’s survey that less than half the Arab
respondents placed themselves in the strong group. This finding
presumably reflects the Arab minority’s sense of inequality vis-a-
vis the Jewish majority.

As for whether the Jewish public supports discrimination against
the Arab population, our findings are that roughly two thirds of
the Jewish interviewees disagree with the statement that Jewish
citizens of the state should have greater rights than non-Jewish
citizens. However, on practical questions relating to Jewish-
Arab tensions, the opinions of the Jewish respondents are less
unequivocal. Thus, the public is split on the question of whether
Israel, as a Jewish state, should allocate more funding to Jewish
localities than to Arab ones. Likewise, there is an overwhelming
majority who take the view that decisions crucial to the state on
issues of peace and security should be made by a Jewish majority
(a position supported even by many who identify with the left
on political/security issues). A majority of Jews also support the
position that on matters of governance, society, and economy as
well, crucial decisions should be made by a Jewish majority.

In the wake of the large-scale project on human dignity initiated
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by the Israel Democracy Institute this past year, we examined
the public’s views on various aspects of human dignity in theory
and in practice. On the theoretical level, it emerges that the
Israeli public holds opinions with regard to human dignity that
are consistent with liberal democratic principles. Accordingly,
a majority of the respondents hold that dignity and democracy
are necessarily connected, and that human dignity is a universal
concept whose meaning is not culture-dependent. At the same
time, a majority of respondents favor imposing restrictions
on the dignity extended to an individual, for instance in cases
where dignity is not mutually respected; where there is a conflict
between human dignity and another important value, for
example, national security; and in cases of interrogation aimed
at preventing an act of terror. It should be noted that on the issue
of security interrogations to prevent terrorist attacks, we did not
find agreement in the Arab public with the argument that in this
situation the principle of human dignity must take a back seat.

Moving from the theoretical to the practical: To what extent do
Israeli citizens feel their dignity is maintained in their contacts
with the authorities? Once again, in contrast to what we might
conclude from the media, it seems that an overall majority of
Israelis—including Arab citizens, though to a lesser degree—
feel that their personal human dignity is maintained in their
contacts with official bodies. In the 2014 survey, the noteworthy
institutions in this regard are the IDF and hospitals. At the bottom
of the list (and even here, with fairly high percentages who report
that these institutions do maintain the dignity of citizens who
use their services) are the banks, police, and National Insurance
Institute. Among Arab respondents, the army and airport
security earned lower scores on this question.

This year we examined seven international indicators dealing
with government, governance, and rights; an additional eight
addressing economic and social topics; and one dealing with
internal and external conflict. We compared Israel with 27
other countries and with its scores in 2013 (for those indicators
where such a comparison was possible, given two consecutive
assessments).
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In the indicators relating to government, governance, and rights,
the following picture emerged: On the one hand, Israel certainly
meets the somewhat “meager” requirements of Freedom House’s
Freedom in the World index, earning it the designation of a free
country. It also wins a high score in government effectiveness (a
World Bank indicator), meaning that its civil service performs
relatively well and is not subject to political pressures, and that
the government is capable of shaping policy and committing to
it. On the other hand, Israel earned only moderate scores this
year in other aspects of democracy: A comparison with other
countries shows that Israel upholds freedom of the press (an
indicator of Freedom House), though it is ranked at the very
bottom of the group of countries classified as having a free
press. Israel’s political culture (an indicator of The Economist’s
Intelligence Unit) is considered democratic to a middling
extent. The country scores in the medium range on voice and
accountability (the World Bank) in terms of voter turnout as well
as freedom of expression, of assembly, and of the press.

Israel scored poorly in two other aspects of government,
governance, and rights: It ranked low in civil liberties (The
Economist) with respect to freedom of protest, freedom of
religion, freedom of assembly, equality before the law, and
personal security, and showed a low level of civic engagement
(an OECD indicator), that is, trust by citizens in the government,
and perceived ability to influence the legislative process.

Thus although Israel is clearly classified as belonging to the family
of democratic nations, there is need for improvement in the
following areas: upholding democratic freedoms, internalizing
democratic values, and raising the level of trust in the government
(as demonstrated in the present survey as well).

The social/economic indicators produce a more complicated
portrait: Israel scores relatively high in the area of human
development (the UN’s Human Development Index), meaning
that its average life expectancy is comparatively high, its health
and education are satisfactory, and the level of equality between
the sexes is relatively high. In terms of economic freedom
(Heritage Foundation), Israel also ranks fairly high, indicating
that it upholds free-market and neoliberal economic principles.
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(Proponents of the social-democratic approach will of course
view this as worrisome, and not as cause for celebration.) Israelis’
life satisfaction (the OECD’s Better Life Index) is comparatively
high (as found in our survey as well). Israel also scores relatively
high in the area of economic policy (an indicator of the
Bertelsmann Stiftung), as reflected in government performance
in such areas as inflation, state deficit, and GNP.

However, Israel received mediocre scores in two social/economic
indicators: perception of political corruption (Transparency
International), and community support network (OECD - Better
Life Index), that is, the sense of having a social “safety net”;
willingness to help strangers; and degree of participation in
volunteer activities.

Finally, the government’s social policies, particularly in the
areas of education, health, family, and inequality are lacking
(Bertelsmann Stiftung). The same holds true for the level of social
inclusion, as reflected in the gap between rich and poor, Jews and
Arabs, Mizrahim and Ashkenazim, and men and women.

As expected, the index assessing the level of internal and external
conflict in Israel yields a gloomy picture: In the indicator of
political stability and absence of violence/terrorism, Israel earns
a very poor score. There is no question that the unresolved
conflict between Israel and the Palestinians, and the ongoing
tensions between Israel and its neighbors (including the various
terror organizations), are a major feature of life in Israel that
has far-reaching political, democratic, economic, and social
ramifications.
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