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affiliation posited by terror management theory. This study suggests that benefit 
finding may be a defensive coping strategy when expressed under the conditions 
of ongoing terrorism and external threat. 

The Al Aqsa Intifada, a period of ongoing terrorism, began in 2000 
and at the time of this study, had resulted in more than 1,000 civil-
ian deaths and 4,511 injuries in Israel resulting from multiple acts 
of terrorist violence (National Security Studies Center Terrorism 
Database, 2005). In a nationally representative sample, almost half 
of Israelis were found to be directly exposed or indirectly exposed 
through a friend or family member to terrorism (Bleich, Gelkopf, & 
Solomon, 2003). For most, the threat of terror is an inescapable part 
of the Israeli condition and the reality of threat to the safety of self 
and loved-ones is omnipresent. Recent interest has focused on the 
tendency for many individuals to find benefit amidst tragedy (Te-
deschi & Calhoun, 2004; McMillen, Smith, & Fisher, 1997; Tedeschi 
& Calhoun, 1995). This study examines self-reported growth experi-
ences (i.e., benefit finding) in response to recent and ongoing direct 
and indirect exposure to terrorism and its relationship to posttrau-
matic stress disorder (PTSD) symptom severity and negative out-
group attitudes. We explore benefit finding as a defensive process 
within the context of ongoing terrorism by utilizing prevailing so-
cial psychological theories regarding intergroup dynamics. 

Benefit Finding: A Multi-Dimensional Construct

Recent studies have demonstrated the negative psychological ef-
fects of terrorism (Bleich et al., 2003; Galea et al., 2002; Hall et al., 
2008; Hobfoll, Canetti-Nisim, & Johnson, 2006; Schlenger et al., 2002; 
Schuster et al., 2001; Silver, Holman, McIntosh, Poulin, & Gil-Rivas, 
2002). However, an emerging literature suggests that people can 
derive benefits from their traumatic experiences (Tedeschi & Cal-
houn, 2004; Linley & Joseph, 2004; McMillen et al., 1997; Tedeschi 
& Calhoun, 1995). The overarching process of growing and find-
ing benefits following untoward life events has been called stress-
related growth (Park, Cohen, & Murch, 1996) adversarial growth 
(Linley & Joesph, 2004), and posttraumatic growth (PTG; Tedeschi 
& Calhoun, 1995). The common element of all of these constructs is 
that a change is reported that is construed as positive and steaming 
from having experienced a stressful life event. For the purpose of 
inclusiveness and in accord with Helgeson, Reynolds, and Tomich 
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(2006), we adopt the term benefit finding to account for the process 
of reporting positive changes subsequent to terrorism. 

Benefit finding is a multidimensional construct involving both in-
terpersonal and intrapersonal dimensions. One of the most compre-
hensive models for studying this process was articulated by Tedeschi 
and Calhoun (1995). These authors conceptualized PTG as changes 
in self-perception, interpersonal relationships, and philosophy of life 
(e.g., meaning and purpose). Furthermore, PTG has been formulated 
as gaining more than simply returning to baseline functioning fol-
lowing a traumatic event, but it is rather characterized as achieving 
an enhanced level of functioning, sense of meaning or spirituality, 
and developing closer relationships that were not present before the 
traumatic event occurred (Linley & Joseph, 2004; O’Leary & Ickovics, 
1995). Recently, PTG has also been linked to participation in political 
demonstrations (Paez, Basabe, Ubillos, & Gonzalaz-Castro, 2007). By 
rallying behind a political cause people may achieve enhanced in-
group cohesion as another dimension of PTG.

Benefit Finding and Psychological Distress 

Studies exploring the relationship between benefit finding and psy-
chopathology have demonstrated inconsistent results (see Helgeson 
et al., 2006 or Linley & Joseph, 2004 for a review). Some studies have 
found benefit finding to relate with lower psychological distress 
(Frazier, Conlon, & Glaser, 2001), whereas other studies found ben-
efit finding related to greater psychological distress (Elder & Clipp, 
1988; Lehman et al., 1993; Park et al., 1996; Tomich & Helgeson, 2004; 
Wild & Paivio, 2003). Still other studies found benefit finding and 
psychological distress to be orthogonal (Val & Linley, 2006).

Several studies have specifically explored the relationship be-
tween benefit finding and psychological distress following terror-
ism (Ai, Cascio, Santangelo, & Evans-Campbell, 2005; Butler et al., 
2005; Hobfoll, Canetti-Nisim, et al., 2006; Val & Linley, 2006). Ai and 
colleagues (2005) found that hope and spiritual meaning follow-
ing September 11, 2001 was related to less depression and anxiety 
symptom severity in a sample of college students. In a large-scale 
internet-based study, Butler et al. (2005) found that initial reports of 
benefit finding were related to greater symptoms of PTSD. In this 
same study, a curvilinear relationship was found between PTSD 
and benefit finding such that benefit finding was related to mod-
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erate levels of PTSD symptom severity. Hobfoll, Canetti-Nisim, 
et al. (2006) found that benefit finding was associated with more 
PTSD and depressive symptom severity in an Israeli sample. Laufer 
and Solomon (2006) found reports of benefit finding were related 
to greater psychological distress in a sample of Israeli adolescents 
who were directly and indirectly exposed to terrorism. In contrast, 
Val and Linley (2006) examined benefit finding within a sample of 
Madrid residents indirectly exposed to the March 11, 2004 Madrid 
train bombings; they found no relationship between benefit finding 
and depression, or anxiety symptom severity.

These mixed findings in the few studies of terrorism-related ben-
efit finding suggest that a reduction in distress is not necessarily a 
concomitant reaction to reporting benefits accrued as a result of ter-
rorism exposure. Therefore further studies are warranted to explore 
the relationship between benefit finding and psychological distress 
for people exposed to terrorism.

The literature on benefit finding is relatively new, and growing, 
and the question whether benefit finding is beneficial (i.e., is related 
to fewer symptoms of distress) for some but not others still remains 
largely unresolved, especially for people who have experienced ter-
rorism. The results of a recent meta-analysis of 77 cross-sectional 
studies (Helgeson et al., 2006) found that benefit finding was related 
to greater avoidance and intrusive thoughts, core features of PTSD. 
This study also synthesized findings regarding factors that moderate 
the relationship between benefit finding and psychological distress, 
albeit for those experiencing mostly health-related traumatic events. 

Studies have generally shown that benefit finding was related to 
less anxiety when fewer than two years elapsed from the time the 
traumatic event occurred (Helgeson et al., 2006). Whether benefit 
finding has differential effects for men or women remains inconsis-
tent in the literature, and is often confounded by the type of trauma 
experienced (e.g., women are more likely to report rape trauma). 
Given that terrorism is a community-wide trauma, it provides an 
opportunity to test sex as a moderator without the sex-by-event 
confounding. Age (i.e., being older) and religiosity (i.e., being more 
religious) have also been linked to greater reports of benefit finding 
(Helgeson et al., 2006), but their role as moderators of a relation-
ship between benefit finding and PTSD have not been sufficiently 
explored. Variables associated with socioeconomic status have been 
linked to reports of benefit finding (Butler et al., 2005; Tomich & 
Helgeson, 2004) and with psychological distress following terror-
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ism exposure (Hobfoll, Tracy, & Galea, 2006). As yet, education and 
income have not been tested as potential moderators of the relation-
ship between PTSD symptom severity and benefit finding. In addi-
tion, a trauma such as terrorism exposes people in direct and indi-
rect ways (e.g., directly through injury to self, or indirectly through 
loss or injury to family and friends). Whether benefit finding may 
relate to less psychological distress in either, or both cases, remains 
of particular interest, especially in light of the research linking the 
development of PTSD symptoms following both types of exposure 
(Galea, et al., 2002; Schlenger et al., 2002; Schuster et al., 2001; Silver, 
et al., 2002). Examining moderators that may explain the variation 
in findings between benefit finding and PTSD symptom severity 
is important in order to ascertain for whom and in what circum-
stances benefit finding may serve a salutogenic function (Zoellner & 
Maercker, 2006). Furthermore, it is important to understand wheth-
er enhanced feelings of social connectedness, personal strength, and 
meaning is related to attitudes toward outgroups. 

The Defensive Nature of Benefit  
Finding During Ongoing Terrorism 

Research has demonstrated that individuals prefer their own social 
group and exhibit biases toward members of outgroups. For exam-
ple, in their minimal group paradigm, Tajfel, Billig, Bundy, and Fla-
ment (1971) showed that people who were randomly assigned to an 
arbitrary group demonstrated ingroup favoritism and bias toward 
outgroup members in the allocation of resources. 

Within the context of trauma, and consistent with the benefit find-
ing literature, people who are exposed to conflict exhibit a stronger 
sense of ingroup cohesion (Moskalenko, McCauley, & Rozin, 2006; 
Stein, 1976). In a naturalistic experiment of a sample of college stu-
dents, Moskalenko and colleagues (2007) found an increase in in-
group identification following exposure to the September 11, 2001 
terrorist attacks. The authors suggested that forming closer bonds 
following a traumatic event could offer a modicum of control in 
response to an otherwise uncontrollable event. Indeed, the subjec-
tive uncertainty reduction model of social identity processes pre-
dicts that under conditions of low certainty, people in homogonous 
groups are better at reducing uncertainty and that people have a 
tendency to seek out similar others to reduce uncertainty (Grieve & 
Hogg, 1999; Jetten, Hogg, & Mullin, 2000; Mullin & Hogg, 1998).
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The sense of group identification and cohesion that develops in 
response to trauma may lead to prejudicial attitudes toward out-
groups. According to realistic group-conflict theory (Campbell, 
1965; Sherif, 1966), negative interdependence (e.g., competition for 
resources) between groups leads to intergroup threat which in turn 
leads to negative outgroup attitudes (Jackson, 1993). The long-term 
struggle between Jewish Israelis and Palestinians is exemplary of 
such a zero-sum condition that gives rise to these attitudes (see Kel-
man, 1999 for a review). People who are exposed to threat from out-
group members exhibit an increase in biases toward members of 
that outgroup. 

Terror management theory (Greenberg, Pyszczynski, & Solomon, 
1986) offers a compelling theoretical framework from which to make 
predictions about how benefit finding may be related to negative 
outgroup attitudes. Terror management theory posits that humans 
are endowed intellectually with the ability to identify the inevitabil-
ity of their own death and nonexistence (Becker, 1973; Greenberg 
et al., 1986) and that this foreknowledge increases the potential for 
existential terror and anxiety. This terror is thought to be assuaged 
through dual anxiety buffering processes of maintaining allegiance 
to cultural worldviews and gaining enhanced self-esteem through 
behaviors consonant with the standards of one’s worldview (Rosen-
blatt, Greenberg, Solomon, Pyszczynski, & Lyon, 1989). Of particu-
lar importance to our current discussion, culture lessens this terror 
through worldviews that “consist of humanly constructed beliefs 
about reality shared by individuals in groups that provide a sense 
that one is a person of value in a world of meaning” (Solomon, 
Greenberg, & Pyszczynski, 2004, p. 17). In this manner, individuals 
may assuage this sense of terror by finding greater meaning in their 
worldview (i.e., worldview defense) and by adhering more closely 
to those who support them and their views (Castano, Yzerbyt, Pala-
dino, & Sacchi, 2002; Castano & Dechesne, 2005; Rosenblatt et al., 
1989; Wisman & Koole, 2003). Similarly, studies have shown that 
terror salience (i.e., the affect of being made aware of the occurrence 
of terrorism) increases participant defense of social order as mea-
sured by increased punishment for those who violate criminal laws 
(Fischer, Greitemeyer, Kastenmüller, Frey, & Oßwald, 2007). 

In the laboratory, mortality salience—being reminded of the inev-
itability of one’s death and nonexistence, typically elicited through 
an experimental manipulation of asking participants to write about 
their own death—has been shown to heighten the motivation to 
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form and maintain close relationships (Castano & Dechesne, 2005; 
Mikulincer, Florian, & Hirschberger, 2003) and has increased nega-
tive reactions toward members of outgroups perceived as threaten-
ing to participants or their cultural worldviews (Halloran & Kashi-
ma, 2004; Hirschberger, 2006; McGregor et al., 1998; Rosenblatt et 
al., 1989; Simon, Arndt, Greenberg, Pyszczynski, & Solomon, 1998). 
Research has also implicated mortality salience in increasing stereo-
typing of outgroup members (Schimel et al., 1999). Recent studies 
conducted in the United States and Iran (Pyszczynski et al., 2006), 
and in Israel (Hirschberger & Ein-Dor, 2006), have demonstrated 
that priming mortality salience also increases the support for vio-
lence against members of outgroups. 

These findings mirror the real-world events that followed the 
September 11th terrorist attacks as people engaged in behavior that 
demonstrated increased patriotism, the result of which was to reaf-
firm faith in the “American Way of Life” (Pyszczynski, Solomon, 
& Greenberg, 2003). At the same time, events unfolded whereby 
people from other countries or different ethnicities, perceived as 
outgroup members, were threatened or attacked (Huddy, Khatid, & 
Capelos, 2002; Jacoby, 2001). 

Within the context of ongoing threat and terrorism, benefit find-
ing may function as a measure of the ingroup cohesion that follows 
outgroup threat (Castano & Dechesne, 2005; Jackson, 1993). This 
would lead to the prediction that benefit finding may enhance peo-
ple’s sense of closeness to others, but may also yield negative con-
sequences when one considers the potential emergence of negative 
outgroup attitudes. In this way, benefit finding may be a manifesta-
tion of a defensive process that people use to cope with traumatic 
events that are outside of their control (Mullin & Hogg, 1998). 

The aims of this study were twofold. The first aim was to explore 
the relationship between benefit finding and PTSD symptom sever-
ity, while examining several variables that may moderate this rela-
tionship (Helgeson et al., 2006). The second aim of the study was 
to test the hypothesized relationship between benefit finding and 
negative outgroup attitudes. We hypothesized that benefit finding 
serves a defensive function through the perception of enhanced in-
group cohesion and intrapersonal benefits gained subsequent to the 
trauma of terrorism. Therefore, we predicted that benefit finding 
would be related to greater negative outgroup attitudes consistent 
with the theories of intergroup processes we reviewed. 
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Methods

Data Collection and Sampling 

A nationally representative sample of Israelis was randomly sur-
veyed. Phone interviews were conducted between August 17th and 
September 8th, 2004 by a survey institute in Israel using a structured 
questionnaire that was carefully pilot-tested and used in prior stud-
ies (Hobfoll, Canetti-Nisim et al., 2006). All scales were translated 
and back translated by language experts and it was completed by 
participants in 30-40 minutes. Initial contact was made by a He-
brew speaker; Russian speakers were available if individuals did 
not speak Hebrew, and callbacks were arranged within 24 hours if 
a Russian speaker was not immediately available. Fifteen attempts 
were made to contact an adult at each telephone number. At the 
onset of the interview, oral informed consent was obtained. Mental 
health referrals were made if interviewees requested such a referral 
or became upset during the interview. 

The response rate among eligible responders (those who qualified 
for the study) was estimated to be 57%. Of all potentially working 
numbers, 37% responded (i.e., not all working numbers had adult re-
sponders who spoke Hebrew or Russian). This compared favorably 
with studies in the U.S., especially given that the dialing methods in 
Israel, unlike the U.S., include business phones (approximately 10%) 
which are treated as a failed attempt and that the higher rates in U.S. 
studies typically do not include non-answered phones (Galea et al., 
2002; Stuber, Galea, Boscarino, & Schlesinger, 2006). 

Participation rates between 30% and 70% are weakly associated 
with bias, and any bias in sampling is addressed by examining the 
representativeness of the obtained sample (Galea & Tracy, 2007). 
There were no significant differences between the current sample 
and the 2003 Census in terms of sex, ethnicity, age, and education. 

Participant demographics and the means, standard deviations, 
and percentages for the study variables appear in Table 1. The sam-
ple consisted of 1,136 Jewish adults; 534 men (47%) and 602 women 
(53%). Ages ranged from 18 to 96 years with a mean age of 45.38 (SD 
= 16.57). With regard to education, 39.9% had a college education, 
23.6% had some post-high school education (or were in college), 
32.1% reported high school as the highest level of educational at-
tainment, and 3.7% had less than a high school education. In terms 
of religiosity, 64.3% considered themselves secular, 23.3% consid-
ered themselves traditional (following some practices), and 11.8% 
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TABLE 1. Percentages, Means, and Standard Deviations for Study Variables

Variable % M SD Range
Age 45.38 16.57 18 – 96

Sex 
Male 47
Female 53

Education    
Elementary 3.7

High School 32.1
Some College 23.6
College Degree 39.9

Yearly Household Income    
Below Average 34.4
Average 22.1
Above Average 33.1

Religiosity 
Secular 64.3
Traditional 23.3
Religious 11.8

Exposed to Terrorism
Direct 25.8
Indirect 46.9

Posttraumatic Growth 3.36 3.67 0 – 12
PTSD Total Symptom Severity 10.32 9.95 0 – 51

PTSD Intrusion Symptom Severity 3.17 3.59 0 – 15
PTSD Avoidance Symptom Severity 3.86 4.26 0 – 21
PTSD Hyperarousal Symptom Severity 3.30 3.56 0 – 15

Threat Perception of PCI 10.33 5.15 3 – 18
Exclusion of PCI 14.15 5.90 4 – 24 

Note. N = 1,136 Jewish adults; PTSD = posttraumatic stress disorder; PCI = Palestinian citizens of 
Israel. 

considered themselves religious. Nearly half of the sample report-
ed experiencing indirect exposure (46.9%) and a little more than a 
quarter of the sample (25.8%) reported experiencing direct exposure 
to one or more terrorist events. 

Instruments

The questionnaire included measures of exposure to terrorism within 
the past 3 months, symptoms of PTSD, benefit finding, ethnic exclu-
sionism of Palestinian citizens of Israel (PCI), and threat perception of 
PCI. Demographic information was obtained regarding participants’ 
age, sex, income, educational attainment, and religiosity. 

Exposure to Terrorism. Participants were asked whether they had 
been exposed directly or indirectly to various terrorism-related 
events during the three months prior to the phone interview. We 
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assessed direct exposure by asking whether the participant experi-
enced a death of a family member or a friend, witnessed a terrorist 
attack or had been present at a site where there were injuries or fa-
talities, experienced an injury, or experienced a period of time when 
they did not know if someone close to them was killed or injured, 
but feared they might be. Indirect exposure was assessed by asking 
whether participants had to take bus routes or go to places that had 
been targets of attack, or if family had to take bus routes or go to 
places that had been targets of attack, or whether they happened to 
be at a place or on a bus route within 48 hours before it was the tar-
get of a terrorist attack or an act of war. Two separate dichotomous 
exposure variables were created, one each for direct and indirect ex-
posure to terrorism, where 0 indicated no exposure and 1 indicated 
exposure to one or more acts of terrorism. Both types of terrorism 
exposure satisfy the A1 criteria for potentially traumatic events that 
could lead to a diagnosis of PTSD as outlined in the Diagnostic and 
Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, Fourth Edition, text revision 
(DSM-IV-TR; American Psychiatric Association, 2000). 

Benefit Finding. Four items, rated from 0 (not at all) to 3 (extremely) 
from the COR-Evaluation (Hobfoll & Lilly, 1993) were used to assess 
benefit finding. To assess changes experienced since the Intifada, 
items were all prefaced with “As a result of the Intifada, I have . .  .” 
The individual items were as follows: “greater intimacy with one or 
more family members,” “closer relationships with friends,” “greater 
feelings that my life has purpose,” and, “more confidence in my abil-
ity to do things.” Cronbach’s alpha for the scale was α =.77 in the 
current study. This short scale essentially captures positive benefits in 
the three domains of self-perception, interpersonal relationships, and 
philosophy of life posited by Tedeshi and Calhoun (1995) and has 
demonstrated adequate psychometric properties (α = .82) in studies 
previously conducted in Israel (Hobfoll et al., 2006). A recent reliabil-
ity and validity study (Hall & Hobfoll, 2008) was conducted with 245 
undergraduate students who reported experiencing a variety of trau-
matic and stressful life events to determine the relatedness between 
this brief scale and Tedeschi and Calhoun’s (1996) commonly used 
Posttraumatic Growth Inventory (PTGI) which was also developed 
in an undergraduate sample of similar composition (i.e., similar in 
terms of age, ethnicity, and type of traumatic event exposure). The 
two scales were highly correlated (r = .85) indicating that they mea-
sure highly similar constructs. Within the current investigation, this 
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brief 4-item scale measures the reported benefits that accrued during 
exposure to continuous and ongoing terrorism. 

Posttraumatic Stress Disorder. PTSD symptom severity was mea-
sured using the posttraumatic stress disorder symptom scale, in-
terview format (PSS-I; Foa, Riggs, Dancu, & Rothbaum, 1993). Par-
ticipants reported on the severity of PTSD symptoms occurring for 
at least one month relating to experiences involving a terrorist at-
tack. The PSS-I contains 17 items that assess PTSD symptom criteria 
based on the DSM-IV-TR (American Psychiatric Association, 2000). 
Items were answered on a 4-point scale ranging from 0 (not at all) to 
3 (extremely). PTSD symptoms were scored by summing the item re-
sponses. We also summed items to create the three PTSD subscales 
of reexperiencing (e.g., repeated, disturbing memories, thoughts, or 
images of the terrorist attacks), avoidance (e.g., avoiding thinking 
about or talking about the terrorist attacks) and hyperarousal (e.g., 
feeling jumpy or easily startled). Cronbach’s alpha for the full scale 
was .88, .76 for reexperiencing, .74 for avoidance, and .73 for hyper-
arousal in the current study. 

Variables Assessing Negative Outgroup Attitudes. To assess variables 
related to negative outgroup attitudes, we relied on two scales that 
measured participants’ attitudes toward PCI. 

Threat Perception of PCI. This was assessed using a 3-item measure 
adapted from Shamir and Sullivan (1985). Items were answered on 
a scale from 1 (very strongly disagree) to 6 (very strongly agree). Ex-
ample items include “Arabs are dangerous to the security of Israel,” 
“Arabs are dangerous to the democracy in Israel.” Internal reliabil-
ity for this scale was .86.

Attitudes Toward Ethnic Exclusionism of PCI. These were assessed 
using a 4-item scale. Items were answered on a scale from 1 (very 
strongly disagree) to 6 (very strongly agree). Example items include “All 
Arabs should leave the State of Israel,” “Arabs should not be allowed 
equal social rights as Jews.” The scale has been found to have broad, 
cross-cultural applicability in 15 countries (Scheepers, Gijsberts, & 
Coenders, 2002). Internal reliability for this scale was .86. 

Analyses

Correlation and hierarchical linear regression analyses were con-
ducted to explore the relationship between benefit finding and 
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PTSD symptom severity. PTSD symptom severity was regressed on 
demographic variables, terrorism exposure, and benefit finding as 
these are theoretically relevant predictors of PTSD symptom sever-
ity.1 We thought it would also be important to test for a curvilinear 
relationship between benefit finding and PTSD symptom severity 
given that a curvilinear relationship between PTG and PTSD symp-
tom severity was observed in a previous study of terrorism exposure 
(Butler et al., 2005).We also tested several moderators that may ex-
plain the relationship between benefit finding and PTSD symptom 
severity. Variables were entered in blocks in the following order: (1) 
age, sex, religiosity, education, income, (2) direct and indirect ter-
rorism exposure, (3) benefit finding, (4) benefit finding squared, (5) 
the interaction between benefit finding and age, gender, religiosity, 
education, and income, and (6) the interaction between benefit find-
ing and direct and indirect terrorism exposure. Interactions were 
calculated using centered variables (Aiken & West, 1991). 

Next, we conducted hierarchical linear regression analyses to test 
the hypothesis that greater benefit finding would be related to greater 
attitudes of threat perception of PCI and ethnic exclusionism of PCI. 
We thought it would be theoretically instructive to test for a curvilin-
ear relationship between PTSD symptom severity and the report of 
negative outgroup attitudes. Results indicating a curvilinear relation-
ship between these constructs could suggest that terror management 
processes are disrupted as PTSD symptom severity increases. We also 
tested the interaction between benefit finding and PTSD symptom 
severity to determine whether PTSD symptom severity moderated 
this hypothesized relationship. Furthermore we tested interactions 
between direct and indirect terrorism exposure and benefit finding 
to examine whether exposure to terrorism moderated the relation-
ship between benefit finding and negative outgroup attitudes. In all 
cases, interaction terms were created using centered variables (Aiken 
& West, 1991). Variables were entered in blocks in the following or-
der: (1) age, sex, religiosity, education, income, (2) direct and indi-
rect terrorism exposure, (3) PTSD symptom severity, (4) PTSD symp-
tom severity squared, (5) benefit finding, (6) the interaction between 
PTSD symptom severity and benefit finding, and (7) the interaction 
between benefit finding and direct and indirect terrorism exposure. 

1. We conducted separately an analysis of only those participants to reported 
experiencing direct exposure to terrorism. The results of this analysis were the same in 
terms of analytic outcome and interpretability. 
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Results 

The Relationship between Benefit  
Finding and Psychological Distress

Table 2 shows the results of correlation analyses. Benefit finding 
was significantly and positively related to greater overall PTSD 
symptom severity and greater symptom severity across each of the 
three PTSD symptom clusters. 

The results of the hierarchical linear regression are shown in Ta-
ble 3. Being female, more religious, having lower educational and 
lower income levels were related to greater PTSD symptom severity 
on the first regression step. In the second step, experiencing direct 
terrorism exposure was related to greater PTSD symptom severity. 
In the next step, benefit finding significantly added to the model 
(change in model R2 was .10, p < .001), greater benefit finding being 
related to greater PTSD symptoms. An inverse relationship between 
benefit finding squared and PTSD symptom severity was found in 
the fourth step, indicating a significant curvilinear relationship be-
tween these constructs. The shape of the curvilinear relationship 
demonstrated that at low levels of benefit finding its relationship to 
PTSD symptom severity is stronger than at medium and high lev-
els of benefit finding; the relationship between benefit finding and 
PTSD symptom severity reaches the peak of association at moderate 
levels of PTSD symptom severity (see Figure 1). On the fifth model 
step, a significant interaction between benefit finding and income, 
and benefit finding and education was observed. People with lower 
income reported greater PTSD symptom severity than people with 
higher income at lower levels of benefit finding. As benefit finding 
increased, these two groups became more similar to one another 
(see Figure 2). People with lower education reported greater PTSD 
symptom severity than people with higher education and this gap 
increased as reports of benefit finding increased. For both groups, as 
benefit finding increased so did reported PTSD symptom severity 
(see Figure 3). The final model step was not significant (p = .31). 

The Relationship between Benefit Finding and 
Negative Outgroup Attitudes

Table 2 presents the zero-order correlations between benefit finding 
and negative outgroup attitudes. Benefit finding was significantly 
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and positively correlated with attitudes of threat perception of PCI 
and ethnic exclusionism of PCI.

First we present the results for threat perception of PCI (see Table 
4). Being more religious, having lower education and income levels 
were related to greater levels of threat perception of PCI on the first 
model step. In the second model step, direct terrorism exposure was 
related to greater threat perception of PCIs. In the next step, PTSD 
symptom severity was a positive and significant predictor. An in-
verse relationship between PTSD symptom severity squared and 
threat perception of PCI was found in the fourth step, indicating a 
significant curvilinear relationship between these constructs. The 
shape of the curvilinear relationship indicated that at moderate levels 
of PTSD symptom severity, endorsement of threat perception of PCI 
reached its peak. As severity continued to increase, the association 
between PTSD symptom severity and threat perception of PCI began 
to weaken (see Figure 4). In the fifth model step, benefit finding was 
positively and significantly related to threat perception of PCI. In the 
next step, the interaction between benefit finding and PTSD symp-
tom severity was significant. This interaction indicated that for peo-

FIGURE 1. The Curvilinear Relationship Between PTSD Symptom 
Severity and Benefit Finding. 

Note. PTSD = posttraumatic stress disorder.
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FIGURE 2. The interaction Between Benefit Finding and Participant 
Level of Income in the Prediction of PTSD Symptom Severity. 

Note. PTSD = posttraumatic stress disorder. Low = below average 
income. High = above average income.

ple who have high levels of PTSD symptom severity, benefit finding 
does not significantly affect their threat perception of PCI. However, 
for groups with lower levels of PTSD symptom severity, as benefit 
finding increased, so did their threat perception of PCI (see Figure 5). 
The final model step was not significant (p = .06). 

Next, we present the results for ethnic exclusionism of PCI (see 
Table 5). Greater religiosity, lower education and lower income lev-
els were related to greater ethnic exclusionism toward PCI on the 
first model step. Step two indicated that direct terrorism exposure 
was related to greater ethnic exclusionism of PCI. In the next step, 
greater PTSD symptom severity was related to greater ethnic ex-
clusionism toward PCI. In the fourth model step, PTSD symptom 
severity squared was not significant (p = .44). In the fifth model step, 
benefit finding was positively and significantly related to greater 
ethnic exclusionism toward PCI. Model step six (p = .43) and seven 
(p = .16) were not significant. 
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Discussion

We examined the relationship between benefit finding, PTSD symp-
tom severity, and negative outgroup attitudes in Israel during a pe-
riod of widespread and ongoing terrorism. We particularly exam-
ined in what manner benefit finding was related to psychological 
distress by testing recent meta-analytic findings within this terror-
ism context. We also examined the potential for benefit finding to 
relate to negative outgroup attitudes by integrating benefit finding 
into the theoretical framework offered by prevailing theories of in-
group and outgroup processes.

Benefit finding was related to greater PTSD symptom severity. 
This finding is consistent with recent literature (Butler et al., 2005; 
Hobfoll, Canetti-Nisim, et al., 2006; Laufer & Solomon, 2006) and 
adds to the growing number of studies suggesting that benefit 
finding and psychopathology are positively related to one another 
within terrorism contexts. Consistent with previous research (Butler 
et al., 2005), we found a curvilinear relationship between benefit 
finding and PTSD symptom severity. Benefit finding was related to 

FIGURE 3. The Interaction Between Benefit Finding and Participant 
Level of Education in the Prediction of PTSD Symptom Severity. 

Note. PTSD = posttraumatic stress disorder. Low = low income. High = 
high income.
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PTSD symptom severity at moderate levels of severity, but this rela-
tionship waned as severity increased. Although benefit finding and 
PTSD are related, benefit finding is not related to the most severe 
distress that people in this study reported. 

We did not find differences in the relationship between benefit 
finding and PTSD with regard to age, sex, religiosity, and trauma ex-
posure as was previously reported (Helgeson et al., 2006), indicating 
that benefit finding is related to PTSD irrespective of these potential 
moderators in this study. We did find two significant interaction ef-
fects such that level of income and level of education moderated the 
relationship between benefit finding and PTSD symptom severity. 
The interaction suggested that income and education functioned as 
protective factors against distress, and as benefit finding increased, 
the ability of income and education level to protect against distress 
diminished. 

To our knowledge this is the first study that tested these moderat-
ing factors within the context of ongoing terrorism. 

FIGURE 4. The Curvilinear Relationship Between PTSD Symptom 
Severity and Threat Perception of PCI. 

Note. PTSD = posttraumatic stress disorder. PCI=Palestinian Citizens of 
Israel.
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The theorized link between benefit finding and negative outgroup 
attitudes was supported by the study findings. Benefit finding was 
positively related to greater negative outgroup attitudes such that 
people with higher levels of benefit finding endorsed greater per-
ceived threat of PCI and greater exclusionism of PCI. This relation-
ship was consistently demonstrated, controlling for the effect of de-
mographic variables and PTSD symptom severity. An interaction 
between benefit finding and PTSD symptom severity was observed 
in the model predicting threat perception of PCI. People who had 
higher levels of PTSD symptom distress reported rather consistent 
and high levels of threat perception across levels of benefit finding. 
However, as benefit finding increased, those who reported lower 
PTSD symptom severity increased in their threat perception of PCI. 
People with higher levels of PTSD symptoms may be endorsing 
higher threat perception of PCI as a trauma-related reaction, or may 
be experiencing greater stereotyping of PCI as a threatening out-
group (Schimel et al., 1999). For those with fewer symptoms, benefit 
finding may be indicative of enhanced group cohesion under ad-

FIGURE 5. The Interaction Between Benefit Finding and PTSD 
Symptom Severity in the Prediction of Threat Perception of PCI. 

Note. PTSD = posttraumatic stress disorder. PCI = Palestinian Citizen of 
Israel. Low = Below Average PTSD Symptom Severity; High = Above 
Average PTSD Symptom Severity.
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verse conditions and could therefore lead to greater outgroup threat 
perception (Castano & Dechesne, 2005; Jackson, 1993; Moskalenko 
et al., 2006). The association between benefit finding and negative 
outgroup attitudes may suggest that it is a defensive form of coping 
in the face of ongoing terrorism, but given its association with PTSD 
symptom severity, benefit finding may not be able to countermand 
the negative psychological toll of terrorism exposure. To the best of 
our knowledge, this is the first study to report associations between 
benefit finding and negative outgroup attitudes.

It is important to note that results of the current investigation should 
be interpreted within the context of ongoing and continuous events 
of terrorism. The participants in this study reported benefit finding in 
response to terrorism exposure occurring during the second Intifada, 
and because this epoch was marked with significant and widespread 
terror attacks, benefit finding in this context may be different than 
growth reported following single-incident trauma exposure. 

It may be possible that if we were to ask participants after the end 
of the Intifada to report on their benefit finding experiences, a differ-
ent picture could emerge. As Tedeschi and Calhoun have suggested, 
it may indeed take time for growth to occur, and early assessment of 
benefit finding may be indicative of active coping processes rather 
than stable and positive life changes (Tedeshi & Calhoun, 2004). Fur-
thermore, the population also faced uncertainty whether terror at-
tacks would continue and this may also have influenced the benefit 
finding reported in this sample. As Helgeson and colleagues noted 
(2006) the literature on benefit finding contains within it a variety of 
different approaches and interpretations. In the current study, benefit 
finding may be more related to coping processes as the assessment of 
benefit finding occurs during ongoing exposure to terrorism. 

It appears that within the political context of Israel and the ex-
perience of repeated acts of terrorism, participants endorsed ben-
efit finding and thereby endorsed greater interpersonal affiliation 
(e.g., changes in the closeness with others), feelings of strength, and 
enhanced life purpose. However, negative outcomes of perceived 
threat and exclusionism were related to these perceived benefits. 
Although this form of defense may serve vital coping functions in 
the face of terror (Hobfoll, Canetti-Nisim, et al., 2006), especially to 
protect against the loss of social status and cultural identity (Pedha-
zur & Yishai, 1999), it may also have the negative result of further 
destabilizing already poor PCI-Jewish relations, and continue cycles 
of xenophobic reactions toward PCI (Pedhauzer & Yishai, 1999). 
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Referring to terror management theory (Greenberg et al., 1986), 
one form of defending oneself from threat is finding closeness with 
others who share one’s worldview, fears, and national identity. 
Negative outgroup attitudes may be an unintended consequence 
of the type of meaning making people engage in when threatened 
with terror (Greenberg, Schimel, Martens, Solomon, & Pyszczny-
ski, 2001; McGregor et al., 1998). Although this study cannot rule 
out the possibility that mortality salience could increase positive, or 
prosocial attitudes among some participants (Niesta, Fritsche, & Jo-
nas, 2008), the threat from terrorism to Israel and to the ideological 
purpose of living in this land may be so great that it overwhelms the 
attitudes of benevolence and justice that certainly occur as values 
within the Israeli population as well. 

Results from this study offer preliminary evidence suggesting 
that PTSD symptom severity can attenuate the degree to which 
individuals respond to outgroups as threatening. We interpret the 
curvilinear relationship between PTSD symptom severity and threat 
perception of PCI to indicate that when PTSD symptoms reach a 
certain threshold, the defensive processes predicted by terror man-
agement theory are overwhelmed. 

There are several limitations to the current study. First, being 
cross-sectional in its design, causal order cannot be delineated. 
Studies utilizing prospective designs are warranted to elaborate on 
the causal mechanisms relating to benefit finding and psychopa-
thology, especially as benefit finding has been shown to be saluto-
genic when it stably occurs over time (Frazier et al., 2001; McMillen 
et al., 1997). Another limitation is that we did not measure the par-
ticipants’ subjective report of the severity of their traumatic event 
exposure, but instead examined whether participants experienced 
direct or indirect exposure to terrorism. It may be entirely possible 
that variation exists in the degree to which terrorism exposure is felt 
by our participants as traumatic. In addition, the large-scale nature 
of this project did not allow for inclusion of longer scales to evaluate 
the constructs under investigation. As a result, we could not utilize 
one of the commonly used measures of benefit finding in this study 
(e.g., the PTGI). In our effort to represent benefit finding as it has 
been commonly done in the literature, our measure does contain 
similar items as the Tedeschi and Calhoun scale (1996). Another 
limitation was that we were not able to assess for significant other or 
peer ratings of benefit finding in order to corroborate participants’ 
self-reported benefit finding. In addition, although the benefit find-
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ing construct is related to ingroup cohesion, it is not a perfect exem-
plar of this construct. It is instead a measure of affiliation with oth-
ers that are ostensibly like oneself (family/friends), and it would be 
predicted based on group dynamics, that affiliation in this context 
could very well be directed toward ingroup members. 

Certain strengths of the study are also noteworthy. Being a large 
scale national sample, generalizability across ethnic subgroups, age, 
sex, and socioeconomic levels is also possible. It is also one of the 
first theory-based studies of terrorism’s impact (see also Hobfoll, 
Canetti-Nisim, et al., 2006; Silver et al., 2002), and as such may con-
tribute to a better understanding of terrorism—most studies being 
epidemiological in nature. Further, many studies have examined 
benefit finding in health contexts which is qualitatively different 
than addressing benefit finding in relation to confrontation with a 
trauma such as terrorism. By studying a very different threat con-
text, we potentially broaden the understanding of benefit finding 
which is clearly complex.

It is necessary for further research to focus on benefit finding with-
in a longitudinal framework to determine if outcomes, whether they 
are positive or negative, are stable over time. Additional work in the 
area of benefit finding following terrorism is warranted to improve 
our understanding of the mechanisms related to positive changes 
reported in this context. Furthermore, studies need to address ben-
efit finding as a possible mechanism that facilitates or attenuates 
adaptation to trauma, not simply as a positive reaction to trauma, 
or an outcome unrelated to psychological functioning. Continued 
work assessing benefit finding as it may relate to negative outgroup 
attitudes is also necessary to further understand this relationship. 
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