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	Introduction


The Center for Strategic Studies at the University of Jordan conducted a public opinion poll between November 25, and December 6, 2008 to identify the viewpoints of the Jordanian public
 and public opinion leaders
 regarding the impact of Barack Obama’s recent election as president of the United States on American policy toward the Arab region and the Middle East. The complete national sample included 1152 respondents out of an original 1200, as 48 individuals refused to participate in the poll (a participation rate of 96%). The margin of error for this poll was +/- 3%, and the confidence level was 96%.
The size of the complete public opinion leaders sample was 615 respondents from an original 700, with 85 individuals refusing to participate, a participation rate of 88%.

This poll aims to identify Jordanian citizens’ and public opinion leaders’ level of engagement with the United States elections and their expectations regarding the impact of Obama’s presidency on American policy in general but particularly with regards to a set of central issues in the Middle East and the Arab world.  Furthermore, the poll seeks to identify Jordanian citizens’ and public opinion leaders’ viewpoints about the most important issues that Obama must address in order to improve the United States’ image in the Arab region.

	I: Following the United States Presidential Elections


Following the Elections
The poll results show that the majority of the national sample, 57% of respondents, followed the United States elections compared to 41% of respondents who said they did not follow the United States elections.

As for the public opinion leader sample, the overwhelming majority, 95% of respondents, indicated they did follow the United States elections compared to 4% of respondents who said they did not follow the elections.

Figure (1) Distribution of the national and public opinion leaders samples according to whether they followed the United States’ recent presidential elections
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The high percentage of public opinion leaders and the majority of the national sample who followed the United States elections are similar to the importance that would be given to local political developments, suggesting its extreme importance in the eyes of all Jordanians. Several factors and considerations contributed to creating such interest in the United States elections:

I. Major internal political developments in the United States are of great importance to the Arab world, given its status as part of the international community in a unipolar world order.

II. The United States is a key factor in the Arab-Israeli conflict given its strong relationship with Israel and its position throughout the various phases and developments of the conflict, whether military or political.

III. The United States has become engaged in the Arab region and the Middle East over the past eight years in an unprecedented fashion. In addition to being a key player in the regional developments in the Middle East, the United States occupies Iraq and Afghanistan. The Middle East was extremely important in the George W. Bush administration and is likely to remain so under the new administration, particularly given that the United States policy over the last eight years is generally regarded as a failure.

Moreover, other factors in the recent elections may have contributed to increasing the number of people following the process. An African-American candidate running for presidency for the first time in the history of the United States may have led to increased interest in the election. Another factor was the focus on "change" by the Obama campaign, giving increased hope of a possible break from the long-standing American foreign policies followed by previous administrations of both parties. Additionally, the large number of audio-visual Arab and foreign media outlets covering the elections extensively may have contributed to such an increase in interest.

Media Sources for Following the Recent United States Elections

The poll results show that 60% of national sample respondents turned to Al-Jazeera to follow the United States presidential elections, 14% depended on Jordan Television and the Jordan Satellite Channel, 13% on Al-Arabiya Channel, and 6% on MBC channels.

The poll also shows that television stations constituted the main source of news for national sample respondents, as 97% of respondents said they followed the elections on television, while about 3% of respondents relied on other sources including local daily newspapers and websites.
Figure (2) Distribution of national sample respondents according to their main source of information on the United States presidential elections
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As for the public opinion leaders, Al-Jazeera was also the favorite station, with 51% of respondents relying on it as the primary source to follow the presidential elections. CNN ranked second with 15% of viewers among sample respondents. Al-Arabiya Channel and Jordan Television followed with 6% of respondents each.

Similar to the national sample, television stations were the main source of information for public opinion leaders, as 88% of respondents said they watched television to follow the elections, while the remaining 12% relied on different sources including daily newspapers, the Internet, radio stations and news agencies. It is notable that public opinion leaders depended more than the national sample respondents on diverse sources of information such as the CNN, the BBC and certain foreign magazines.

Figure (3) Distribution of public opinion leaders according to their main source of information on the United States presidential elections
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	III: Will Obama’s Election Have A Positive Impact?


This section seeks to identify the expectations of the Jordanian public (national sample) and the viewpoints of public opinion leaders regarding the impact of Obama’s victory on a set of issues relating to:

· United States policy in general.

·  United States policy toward the Arab region and the Middle East.

· Jordanian-American relations.

With regards to United States foreign policy in general, the poll shows a divide in public opinion and expectations regarding possible changes in American foreign policy as a result of Obama’s election. Of the national sample respondents 43% said Obama’s victory will change United States policy, while the majority, 57%, indicated that it will not change United States policy. It is noteworthy that 23% of respondents said they had not yet formed an opinion. Similarly, 58% of the public opinion leader respondents indicated that the American foreign policy will not change compared to 42% who believed it will change under Obama.
Figure (4) Distribution of national respondents and public opinion leaders about their expectations for US foreign policy under Obama
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Public opinion respondents were divided with regards to the impact of Obama’s election on the image of the United States worldwide and on addressing the global economic crisis. 49% of the national sample said that Obama’s election as president will have a positive impact on the image of the United States worldwide while 46% said he will have a positive impact on addressing the global economic crisis.

As for the implications of Obama’s win on United States policy toward the Arab region and the Middle East, 45% of respondents said Obama’s election will have a positive impact on the image of the United States in the Arab region while 55% said his election will not change the image of the United States. As to whether Obama’s victory will have a positive impact on certain core issues in the Arab region, 3% of respondents said Obama’s election will have a positive impact on the level of democracy in the Arab region, 37% said it will have a positive impact with regards to Iraq, 34% believed it will have a positive impact with regards to the Palestinian issue, and 33% indicated that it will have a positive impact on United States policy towards Iran.

Thus, although the majority of Jordanians are not optimistic that Obama's election will have a positive benefit on the core issues within the Arab region, there is a significant percentage of respondents who are optimistic that Obama’s election will reflect positively on the issues of the Arab region and the Middle East.

The Jordanian public reflected greater optimism in regards to the impact of Obama’s election on Jordanian-American relations.  58% of national sample respondents said Obama’s win will have a positive impact on the political ties between Jordan and the United States, while 55% believe it will have a positive impact on the amount of American aid given to Jordan.

It is noteworthy that one fifth of national sample respondents did not specify an opinion with regards to the impact of Obama’s win on the aforementioned American policies. These respondents prefer to wait until Obama assumes his presidential duties to form their opinions. 

Table (1) National sample respondents who said Obama’s election will have a positive impact on certain issues (the arithmetic mean expressed as a percentage)
	
	Respondents who have formed an opinion
	Respondents who have not yet formed an opinion (percentage of all respondents)

	
	Will have a positive impact
	Will not have a positive impact
	Total
	

	United States image worldwide
	49
	51
	100
	21

	Addressing the global economic crisis
	46
	54
	100
	22

	United States image in the Arab region
	45
	55
	100
	21

	Level of democracy in the Arab region
	38
	62
	100
	21

	The Palestinian issue
	34
	66
	100
	20

	United States policy on Iraq
	37
	63
	100
	21

	United States policy on Iran
	33
	67
	100
	23

	Jordanian-American relations
	56
	44
	100
	20

	United States aid given to Jordan
	54
	46
	100
	21


As for the public opinion leaders, 52% expected that the United States’ image will be positively impacted by Obama’s victory, while 49% expected his win will reflect positively on addressing the global economic crisis. Thus, there is a high degree of similarity between the viewpoints of the Jordanian public and those of public opinion leaders.

With regards to the Arab region, 45% of respondents said the United States image will be impacted positively by Obama’s election. Additionally, public opinion leaders showed greater optimism than those within the national sample in relation to the implications of Obama’s election for United States policy toward Iraq and Iran.  Overall, 46% and 43% respectively expect these policies to be impacted positively while less than one-third of public opinion leaders sampled expected that Obama’s election will a positive impact on the Palestinian issue and democratization with the Arab world.

Public opinion leaders’ expectations concerning the impact of Obama’s election on Jordanian-American political relations surpassed their expectations regarding all other issues. 58% of respondents said those relations will be impacted positively by Obama’s win while 51% expected the American aid extended to Jordan to be impacted positively by the change of administrations.

A significant segment of respondents from the national sample and the public opinion leaders sample expressed optimism that Obama’s win will have a positive impact on regional issues in general. This optimism is likely to increase or decrease depending on the ability of Obama’s administration to cope with the key issues that Jordanians and public opinion leaders believe that the American administration should address. 

Table (2) Public opinion leaders sample respondents who said Obama’s election will have a positive impact on certain issues

	
	Will have a positive impact (%)

	United States’ image worldwide
	52

	Addressing the global economic crisis
	49

	United States’ image in the Arab region
	45

	Level of democracy in the Arab region
	31

	The Palestinian issue
	30

	United States policy on Iraq
	46

	United States policy on Iran
	43

	Jordanian-American relations
	58

	United States aid given to Jordan
	51


	IV: What Must Obama Do to Change the United States’ Image in the Region?


This section seeks to identify the most important issues, as seen by the Jordanian public (national sample) and public opinion leaders, that Obama must address in order to change the image of the United States in the Arab region.

The Jordanian public listed several priority issues that Obama must work to address in order to change the image of the United States in the Arab region. Addressing the Palestinian issue topped the list of priorities, with 43% of national sample respondents saying that this solution would include granting the Palestinian people their right to self-determination by establishing an independent state, ending the Israeli occupation of Palestinian lands, and ensuring that the United States becomes an honest broker in dealing with the issue. The second issue raised by 26% of respondents was ending the American occupation of Iraq and preserving its security and territorial integrity. Another 8% of respondents indicated that Obama must address both the Palestinian issue and the occupation of Iraq to change the image of the United States in the region. In other words, 77% of the Jordanian public believes that changing the United States’ image in the region is possible by addressing the Palestinian issue and ending the occupation in Iraq. Additionally, 10% said that changing the current American policy related to the “war on terror” would subsequently change the United States’ image in the region, while 10% of respondents said that addressing the global economic crisis would change the image of the United States.

Table (3) The issues that Obama must address in order to change the image of the United States as seen by the national sample
	
	%

	The Palestinian issue
	43

	Ending the occupation in Iraq
	26

	Addressing the global economic crisis
	10

	The Palestinian issue and Iraq
	8

	Changing American policies on the “war on terror”
	10

	Other
	3

	Total
	100


Public Opinion Leaders
As for the issues public opinion leaders believe that Obama must address in order to change the image of the United States in the region, similar to the national sample 43% of respondents said that Obama must address the Palestinian issue in a way that ensures the right of the Palestinian people to self-determination by establishing an independent state in addition to ending the Israeli occupation and ceases blind support of Israel. 25% of respondents said that changing the policies surrounding the “war on terror” would change its image while ending the occupation of Iraq ranked third with 14%. Additionally, 6% of respondents said addressing the Palestinian issue and the Iraq issue together would change the image of the United States in the region, while 8% of respondents said that a greater focus by the United States on promoting the principles of human rights and democracy and restoring its integrity in handling global issues would change the United States’ image in the region. 
Table (4) The issues that Obama must address in order to change the image of the United States as perceived by the national sample
	
	%

	The Palestinian issue
	43

	Iraq
	14

	Addressing the global economic crisis
	4

	Palestinian issue and Iraq
	6

	Changing American policies on the “war on terror”
	25

	Reverting to the principles of human rights and democracy as well as integrity in handling global issues
	8

	Total
	100


	Conclusion



The results of the public opinion poll show that 57% of the Jordanian public (national sample) and the overwhelming majority of public opinion leaders, 95%, followed the latest United States presidential elections. These high percentages indicate that Jordanians’ engagement with the elections was similar to their engagements with domestic political issues. Different factors can explain this: The United States, as the sole global superpower, has a significant impact on all international policies and plays a key role in political developments in the Arab world and the Middle East.

In the context of a unipolar global system, the United States has been a key player in what Jordanians believe to be the primary problem in the Middle East: the Palestinian issue. The developments of this issue have always been tied to American policy. However, as a result of September 11th there were crucial changes in United States policy towards the region, the most important being the occupation of Iraq. This has forced various parties to deal with the United States as a regional player as well as a superpower.

There is no doubt that George W. Bush’s administration’s failure in world affairs through its adoption of the “war on terror” policy as well as its failure with respect to most of its policies in the Middle East has played a major role in increasing the percentage of Jordanians following the elections. Perhaps a presidential candidate of African origin who is the son of a Kenyan Muslim also played a role in motivating a wider audience to follow the elections. Likewise, the multiple media sources following the elections and the increased coverage of various Arab media outlets likely contributed to an increased interest in the elections.

The poll shows that Al-Jazeera channel was the main source for following the United States elections for the majority of the Jordanian public and public opinion leaders. Further, most respondents relied on television to follow the elections.

The Jordanian public and public opinion leaders were divided as to whether Obama’s election as president will improve United States foreign policy. 

Furthermore, the findings from both samples demonstrate that there is a divide as to whether Obama’s win will have a positive impact on the image of the United States in the Arab region. The majority of respondents in both samples believe that Obama’s election will not affect regional issues in the Middle East such as the Palestinian issue or Iraq. However, it is worth noting that a significant percentage, approximately one-third, of the Jordanian public and public opinion leaders are hopeful that Obama’s win will have a positive impact on key regional issues. This is a high percentage considering that Obama has not yet assumed his duties as president of the United States. It is noteworthy that one-fifth of the ordinary Jordanians sampled said they had not yet formed an opinion as to whether Obama’s election will have a positive impact or not.

The Palestinian issue is the central problem that the Jordanian public and public opinion leaders believe that Obama must address in order to improve the United States’ image in the region. About half of respondents from both samples named the Palestinian issue followed by ending the occupation in Iraq. There is virtual consensus among national sample respondents, 87%, as well as public opinion leaders sample respondents, 82%, that Obama addressing the Palestinian issue, ending the occupation Iraq, and changing the United States war on terror policy would lead to a more positive view of the United States in the region.

The Jordanian public and the public opinion leaders have provided a roadmap for Obama to change the United States’ image in the region that is based on addressing three issues:

1- A fair and just settlement to the Palestinian issue

2- Ending the occupation of Iraq

3- Changing the United States policies associated with the "war on terror"
The next United States administration is at a crossroads with regard to Jordanian, and perhaps Arab public opinion. There exists a historical opportunity to address the negative viewpoints of the United States that resulted from its policies.

Even though the Jordanian public was deeply interested in the American elections and their outcome and despite the public’s relative optimism, their viewpoints are highly dependent on the administration’s engagement with the major issues in the region, especially the Palestinian issue and Iraq.  This finding provides an historical opportunity to create a new image for the United States based on a roadmap that begins in Palestine, goes through Iraq and ends with the war on terror.





























































� A representative sample of all governorates.


� The public opinion leaders sample covers seven categories: Senior economists; political party leaders; professionals; writers, journalists and artists; union leaders; high ranking state officials; university professors.
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