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Reality TV and civic engagement
Researching the lives of the young Palestinians who ran for ‘The President’

Valentina Baú 

Western sydney university, institute for Culture and society, sydney, australia

ABSTRACT
This article analyses the role that Reality TV can play in the lives 
of young participants, when a programme is designed as a strategic 
intervention to achieve change. With roots in Communication for 
Development notions, this study brings together different theoret-
ical fields to illustrate how media can be created with the intent 
of enhancing young people’s awareness of the important role they 
can play in society through targeted activities that occur during 
media production. The experience of the young contestants from 
The President TV show, broadcast in the Palestinian Territories in 
2013 and 2015, is examined. Semi-structured interviews were con-
ducted with some of the finalists of the show; information gathered 
has been analysed in the light of a framework that brings together 
media participation and civic engagement. Findings show how the 
format and structure of the programme has enhanced participants’ 
understanding of the social, political and economic spheres of a 
conflict-affected reality, contributing to their engagement with 
peace-oriented civic practices long after the end of the show.

Introduction

This article analyses the role that Reality TV can play in the lives of participants, when 
a programme is designed as a strategic intervention to achieve change. With roots 
in Communication for Development notions, this study brings together different 
theoretical fields to illustrate how media can be created with the intent of enhancing 
individuals’ awareness of the important role they can play in society through targeted 
activities that occur during media production. In particular, the experience of the 
young contestants from the The President TV show, broadcast in the Palestinian 
Territories, is examined.

The article begins with an overview of the situation of young people in Palestine: 
their views on the society they live in, their interest in the political environment, and 
their media consumption. A discussion on the literature follows. This begins by intro-
ducing the work of scholars on the topic of civic engagement through media — the 
concept of civic engagement is also discussed, and a definition provided. It goes on 
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to outline the main views that arise from the literature on Reality TV and the evolu-
tion of the format; a connection is then made with the concept of Communication 
for Development by reviewing some of the studies that have looked at the use of 
Reality television for the purpose of community development.

The ensuing section provides detailed background on The President TV show and 
its targeted design. It also clarifies the objectives of this study, its methodology, and 
the gap it wants to fill. The framework of analysis is then put forward, along with its 
rationale and application. This paves the way to the presentation of findings, which 
exemplify the link between media participation and civic engagement. A concluding 
discussion brings together the key points arising from this study in light of the 
adopted framework.

The youth in Palestine

Defined as the age group between 18 and 29 years, the youth represent 22 per cent 
of the Palestinian society (PCBS. 2021). Yet, participation in political and public 
policy-making process among Palestinian youth is limited. In a survey conducted by 
Sharek Youth Forum (Fasheh 2013), 73 per cent of the youth stated that they did not 
affiliate with any political faction, and 20 per cent of them believed that political 
parties did not represent  their interests and viewpoints. A study from Interpeace 
(2017) showed that over 70 per cent of young people feel that their future is not 
safe, with 21.9 per cent of these indicating as primary concern the lack of security. 
The study found that the main four concerns for young Palestinians are:

1. Fear of the Occupation
2. Fear of blockade, division, and constant security threats
3. Fear of marginalisation and exclusion
4. Fear of the future.

With the idea of future regarded more as a threat than an aspiration, young people 
feel anxious and unmotivated; they associate darkness with the idea of future, and 
lack optimism and hope (Interpeace 2017). Palestinian youth are also crippled by a 
context that restricts their political participation. The majority of the Palestinian youth 
are preoccupied with the national struggle movement. They are targeted by the Israeli 
occupying authorities through methods that include detention and collective pun-
ishment. In addition to movement and access restrictions, Palestinian youth are sub-
jected to travel bans, effectively debilitating their capacity of various forms of 
self-development (Dusouqi, n.d.).

Due to the structure of Palestinian society, no young person is excluded from 
the cycle of violence. Having lost everything, young people see themselves as the 
main victims of the violence of Occupation and feel compelled to direct their 
energies towards liberation. At the same time, they see themselves as agents in 
the process of nation-building and able to contribute to change. Yet, they feel 
excluded from decision-making and face challenges in relation to implementing 
solutions, as permission to carry out their proposed activities is often denied: 
‘youth perceive this as a restriction to their capacity that evidently leads to youth 



CReATIVe InDuSTRIeS JOuRnAl 3

marginalisation and reduced participation in decision-making processes’ (Interpeace 
2017, 25).

Another study shows how young Palestinians have little trust in their governments, 
with only 27 per cent of respondents expressing confidence in the institutions. less 
than 10 per cent has confidence in political parties, and only 12 per cent in the 
parliament. Positive and change-driven activism can be created by a lack of trust in 
institutions; yet, a significant absence of trust is mostly detrimental (Christophersen 2016).

A major challenge associated with the Palestinian political system includes the 
non-renewal of Palestinian political élite. This impedes an enhanced Palestinian youth 
participation in public policy-making and political decision-making activities. Change 
and turnover of the Palestinian political élite is usually a result of natural causes, 
including death or illness. This is a typical feature of Palestinian political parties and 
political institutions, including the Palestinian Authority (PA) and Palestine liberation 
Organisation (PlO). In relation to political parties, the average age of members on 
the Fatah Central Committee is 60 years, and on the Hamas Political Office 50 years 
(Dusouqi, n.d.). To this day, Palestine has not had a national election in almost 20 years, 
and the 2005 elected Palestinian Authority is outside the terms of the legal 
constitution.

Moreover, young people have realized that no uprising or peace process that former 
generations have engaged with have actually brought any meaningful change: this 
makes them feel powerless and cynical towards traditional political participation 
(Christophersen 2016). In response to that, a number of attempts have been made 
to increase young Palestinians’ participation in politics and public policy:

•	 Palestinian civil society organisations (CSOs) | Relevant literature shows that this 
alternative has not promoted youth participation in the public policy-making 
process (Sana 2009).

•	 Youth local councils | To enable youth political participation and engagement 
in the decision-making process, some youth organisations have created sim-
ulation models of local councils. However, this experience has not been so 
fruitful. efforts made by the Sharek Youth Forum have not been successful to 
promote youth political participation in decision-making circles (Dusouqi, n.d.).

•	 The Youth Movement | Given that political parties and CSOs have been inca-
pable of meeting the youth’s aspirations to political participation, Palestinian 
youth have created a new, more attractive channel to express themselves, 
articulate their social and political opinions and perceptions, and actuate their 
desire for change. However, participation in this movement has been mediocre 
(AWRAD. 2013).

In light of this situation, new avenues must be found to promote active partici-
pation of young Palestinians in society, and encourage the development of civic 
responsibility and sense of agency towards one’s own community. Media can be an 
avenue not only for information transmission, but also for participation and co-creation. 
In Palestine, for example, media consumption is solid, with 59 per cent of people 
watching television regularly, 41 per cent listening to radio, and 30 per cent reading 
a newspaper. A study from Internews (2007) also captured that, differently from other 
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groups, young people’s preference for media programmes is centred around enter-
tainment. Youths tend to prefer this format also over programmes that deal with local 
and social issues. This highlights the significance of the role that media entertainment 
can play in engaging young Palestinians at a civic level. In the political context of 
Palestine, civic engagement cannot be regarded as separate from building and pre-
serving peace.

Civic engagement and Reality TV

Several scholars, particularly in the field of developmental psychology, have tried to 
understand how and when civic engagement begins to play a role in the lives of 
young people (see lance Bennett, Wells, and Freelon 2011; lerner et  al. 2014; loader, 
Vromen, and Xenos 2014; Miranti and evans 2019; Wray-lake, Metzger, and Syvertsen 
2017). Yet, throughout the literature, the concept of civic engagement itself has been 
defined differently.

Amnå (2012) maintains that, too often, developmental scientists have broadly 
looked at the acquisition of civic engagement as the process of ‘evolving humanistic 
values, learning, training social talents, self-expression, and the adaption of social 
norms and expectations’ (616). Adler and Goggin (2005) have attempted to narrow 
down its definition by stating that ‘civic engagement describes how an active citizen 
participates in the life of a community in order to improve conditions for others or 
to help shape the community’s future’ (241). In a BBC Media Action report discussing 
civic participation through social media in the Palestinian Territories and Bangladesh, 
Bokai et  al. (2013) provide a similar definition (based on the British Broadcasting 
Corporation glossary):

‘Civic participation includes a range of activities that can be social in nature and/or political 
or designed to influence policy making and decision making (this constitutes political 
participation, a component of civic engagement). Civic engagement includes being active 
on local community issues, volunteering, mentoring, getting involved in human rights 
activities and youth leadership’ (10).

In other words, besides the mere involvement in activities of a political nature, 
civic engagement encompasses a broader spectrum of initiatives whose aim is that 
of benefitting the community at large, or more disadvantaged groups within it. As 
lerner et  al. (2014) explain on the concept of civic engagement, while the behaviour 
of someone who is protesting against injustice may not bring immediate benefit to 
the institutions that are upholding that injustice, it can be extremely helpful to those 
who are being affected; it may even carry historical benefits through the adoption 
of a new policy or other types of change, which can lead to a transformation in 
society.

There are different approaches in which the media can lead the way for individuals 
to take this change-driven path. Scholars have also looked, specifically, at what these 
approaches may involve: many have examined the connection between civic engage-
ment and social media (de Zúñiga, Jung, and Valenzuela 2012; de Zúñiga, Copeland, 
and Bimber 2014; Sloam 2014; Warren, Sulaiman, and Ismawati Jaafar 2014; Mainsah, 
Brandtzaeg, and Følstad 2016); Rogers et  al. (2014) have looked at the use of writing, 
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visual arts, film and theatre; Smith (2017) has investigated the use of participatory 
photography; Farnham et  al. (2012) have analysed the use of blogging as citizen 
journalism; lee, Shah, and Mcleod (2013) have attempted to look at different com-
munication pathways. What is being explored, in the context of this article, is the 
use of Reality TV. In particular, we want to understand how this format can motivate 
young people who participate in a Reality television show to engage in civic life 
beyond the opportunities provided during the programme.

Chan and Jekinson (2017) define Reality TV as ‘a genre of television programming 
that documents purportedly real life situation often starring unknown individuals 
rather than professional actors’ (9). The authors go on to explain that its content is 
often a mix of information and entertainment, and is designed for viewers to relate 
to it and increase their voyeuristic tendencies. What viewers receive, ultimately, is 
entertainment. At the same time, niedzwiecki and Morris (2017) put forward that ‘[R]
eality television shows are a ripe area for the development of parasocial relationships 
between viewers and show characters’ (n/a). This indicates that show’s participants 
can play a critical part in role modelling.

Kavka (2021) divides the genre into three generations. The first one saw ordinary 
people being observed in the settings they were found (such as, for example, Candid 
Camera). Going a step further, the second generation added artifice to actuality, 
developing its own format rules and production practices. environments are fabricated 
and participants are subjected to full-scale scrutiny; this is exemplified by Big Brother. 
What is characteristic of this generation is that, even though the environment is 
fictitious, ‘TV settings simulate the lived landscapes and social reality’ (Kavka 2021, 
76), blurring the line between real and fictional, private and public, authentic and 
performed. From the year 2000 onwards, and in the midst of the shift to the 
celebrity-based third generation of the format, according to Kavka (2021), Reality TV 
comes of age by not only representing but also intervening in people’s lives, offering 
an opportunity for self-realisation through challenge. The challenge becomes the 
centre point of the show, and the reward that comes with overcoming this is not 
simply the cash prize, but also a personal transformation that reflects a set of social 
values (Kavka 2021).

With the growth in popularity of this format, Reality TV programmes have also 
been designed for the purpose of social and community development. Amongst 
several others, studies on these include the work of Burger (2012) on Zola 7 in South 
Africa, which analyses the contribution made by the programme to the public sphere 
by providing a platform for community members to air their problems publicly and 
finding solutions; the work of Ramafoko, Andersson, and Weiner (2012) on Kwanda 
in South Africa, which evaluates the positive impact of the show on five disadvan-
taged communities that had to organize themselves to address health and develop-
ment issues that affected them; the work of ekström and Helgesson Sekei (2014) on 
Ruka Juu in Tanzania, which analyses the process used in this reality TV entrepreneur-
ship competition; and the work of BBC Media Action (2015) on Amrai Pari in Bangladesh, 
which looked at how communities worked together to be prepared against environ-
mental hazards as a result of the influence of the show.

Wilkins (1996) highlights that when media are created as part of a programme 
that is aiming at altering social conditions, this can be regarded as Communication 
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for Development (C4D). It is not uncommon for entertainment television programmes 
to have an impact on behavior and relationships. Yet, what differentiates C4D from 
these programmes is the strategic intention of the creators to achieve a defined social 
benefit through a mediated product.

A number of scholars (Paluck 2012; Tufte 2012; Skuse and Gillespie 2011; Skuse 
2017; Baú 2019) have also emphasized how entertainment education, which is typically 
adopted in C4D interventions and may involve the use of formats such as Reality TV, 
can contribute to the creation of communication environments that are apt at pre-
venting violence. Baú (2015) has discussed how the use of different media productions 
can contribute to peacebuilding, particularly through the adoption of a C4D lens in 
their design. She has also maintained that engaging people in peacebuilding through 
the use of C4D enables a bottom up reconstruction process that can lead to a more 
sustainable peace. This can occur through participatory forms of governance facilitated 
by the media, which incorporate a more democratic approach and allow citizens to 
claim their rights (Baú 2016).

Ramafoko, Andersson, and Weiner (2012) also invoke C4D when highlighting the 
effect that involving ordinary people tasked with changing their own communities 
in the production of a TV show allows individuals to shape the message, rather than 
simply being passive subjects. The authors also emphasize how this approach enables 
communities to set their own agenda for development by facing new challenges, 
‘bring(ing) about change that is more civic driven, and therefore more likely to be 
lasting’ (151).

With roots into this literature, this study wants to expand both practical and the-
oretical knowledge on the connection between media and civic engagement, with 
specific focus on the youth in the Palestinian context. The application of a C4D per-
spective into this work is helpful in considering the effects that this connection may 
have on peace and development for communities.

Background to the study and methodology

Search for Common Ground (Search) is an international non-governmental organisation 
that works specifically in the area of Media and Communication for Peacebuilding. 
The organisation has been active in the Palestinian Territories since 2000, when it 
began implementing programmes to address issues related to the Israeli-Palestinian 
conflict; it has been working specifically on community resilience and democratic 
practices with the youth, to contrast their potential involvement in violence and 
terrorist-related activities.

In response to the social and political context outlined previously, Search recog-
nized the importance of promoting civic engagement among the youth in order to 
prevent young people feeling hopeless about their future, decrease the incidence of 
violent conflict, and nurture a sense of political participation and community respon-
sibility. To these aims, the organisation launched The President, a Palestinian reality 
TV show based around a mock presidential election, which provided the youth with 
a platform to directly engage with government leaders on a weekly basis. This was 
done in partnership with Ma’an Palestinian news Agency, which runs a network of 
local TV stations throughout the Palestinian territories. The goal of the programme 
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was to create a new generation of Palestinian leaders and develop a political culture 
of peaceful civic activism and inclusive democratic practices, with the aim of increasing 
knowledge of and support for democratic political processes.

Both in 2013 and 2015, The President saw approximately 1,200 candidates aged 
25-35 from the West Bank, Gaza, and Israel auditioning to compete in an 
elimination-style series of trials designed to test their political skills. The process 
required them to answer hard-hitting questions on live TV on various political, social, 
and economic issues affecting Palestinians, exhibiting sufficient self-discipline to be 
constantly ‘on-call’ during the campaign trail, and maintaining calm in an intense, 
televised political debate. Throughout broadcasting, candidates were evaluated by a 
panel of celebrity judges. Audience members voted via SMS at the end of each epi-
sode, eliminating the least popular candidate. In the finale, the remaining contestants 
participated in a live TV debate after which the winner was finally chosen. The President 
became a popular TV show locally, with coverage on platforms such as the Times of 
Israel and Haaretz, and it also gained widespread international media attention (includ-
ing the BBC, The Telegraph, The Sydney Morning Herald and The new York Times, 
amongst others).

In each series, the last ten contestants that were left to compete in the programme 
after the progressive elimination of the other candidates took on the role of Mayor 
in a selected municipality. Municipal government officials acted as mentors for the 
candidates, providing them with hands-on training and coaching. under this mentor-
ship, the contestants were responsible for designing a ‘town hall-style’ dialogue in 
the community to assess and address needs, with a particular focus on topics relevant 
for women and/or youth. They were also responsible for discussions and a Q&A ses-
sion, responding publicly to Palestinians’ questions and issues. The judges evaluated 
the efficacy of each campaign and graded the candidates.

SMS voting took place following the broadcast of this and subsequent episodes, 
after which two contestants were eliminated progressively: eight remaining candidates 
took control of a major Palestinian private company for one day each, in order to 
showcase their leadership, entrepreneurial and teamwork abilities — the show worked 
with private business partners to select existing business leaders who conducted a 
CeO management training with the participants; each of the subsequent six remaining 
candidates worked in a different Palestinian Authority ministry for a week — candi-
dates learned how to address the nation using presidential etiquette and salutations, 
and how the President interacts with international leaders, advisors, ministers, and 
constituents; the last four candidates were responsible for representing the Palestinian 
Authority as The President — each candidate worked closely with a government official, 
who acted as a mentor and assisted them as they developed a sustainable, strategic 
national plan for the Palestinian democratic government; the last two candidates 
launched a full-scale presidential campaign in the Palestinian territories, including 
community outreach and public debates. In the final live episode, the judges inter-
viewed candidates on their campaign techniques, promises to ‘constituents’, and 
national strategic plans, before the final winner was announced.

A preliminary quantitative evaluation conducted in 2016 shortly after the second 
series of the programme had come to an end reported the following findings 
(Alpha 2016):
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•	 900 young people pre-registered to take part in the selection process for the 
show

•	 1.2 million people watched the show
•	 94 per cent of the viewers (from the sampled population) believed that the 

themes and activities from the show were relevant to their daily lives
•	 2.6 per cent increase in the knowledge of civic and democratic processes 

among the viewers.

What remains missing from these findings are the long-term effects that the pro-
gramme has generated in its participants (rather than its viewers), and whether these 
effects have enabled the show’s participants to lead positive civic change in their 
communities through their newly acquired skills. The skills and knowledge gained in 
public policy-making and political processes by the final contestants in the show are 
substantial. The impact of such skills development goes beyond the involvement in 
the TV programme, and it needs to be examined and understood. Hence, the aims 
of this research were:

•	 to understand the extent to which The President has had a long-lasting effect 
on its participants
	⚬ to determine how/if participants have applied the skills gained through 

the programme in their daily lives;
•	 to ascertain how the acquired knowledge on civic engagement has shaped 

participants’ lives
	⚬ to find out whether this knowledge has led the participants to becoming 

engaged in civic projects or activities in their communities.

In 2021, the final five contestants of each series of the show (2013 and 2015) were 
invited to participate in this study. This number wanted to include those contestants 
who had taken part in all of the hands-on coaching and tasks that were built into 
the last five episodes of the show, in addition to the two finalist who were also 
involved in the town hall debate. eight people accepted (seven male and one female), 
one withdrew after participating, and one declined to participate. Semi-structured 
interviews were carried out online via Zoom. Participants also took part in a timeline 
drawing exercise, facilitated by the interviewer. In this article, however, no visual data 
analysis is included, and the inquiry focuses on data collected primarily through the 
interviews. Questions revolved around participants’ current interests and career; their 
views on the knowledge gained through the programme, and whether this influenced 
their life trajectory; their level of civic engagement (and involvement in relevant 
activities); and their thoughts about civic engagement and peacebuilding in the 
Palestinian context.

Framework of analysis and findings

The intentional and strategic use of media and communication technologies in order 
to achieve positive change in society forms the basis of Communication for 
Development processes (Wilkins and Mody 2001). When Communication for 
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Development takes on a participatory approach, it enhances the role of communities 
in advocating for change based on locally owned development goals. A participatory 
model in C4D sees communities directly engaged in identifying problems and their 
solutions through media and communication (Wilkins 1996).

Based on these and other ideas presented previously through the literature, a frame-
work of analysis has been built. This emphasizes the connection between the partici-
pation in Reality TV, the strategic C4D design of programmes adopting this format (as 
presented in the aims of The President show discussed earlier), and civic engagement 
as the social benefit that wants to be achieved. Figure 1 visualizes this framework:

This framework includes variables that are helpful in understanding participants’ 
pathways from The President Reality TV programme to their present life experience, as 
a result of the coaching and activities built into the show. All interview transcripts were 
coded and themed in nVivo. Themes arising from participants’ responses were assessed 
against this framework, allowing the researcher to draw a correlation with its variables. 
Findings are presented below through a breakdown of its components. Obstacles to 
the application of the model in practice have also been identified. This study did not 
observe the variable of community development, which would require the engagement 
in research of a broader section of the population in order to be assessed; however, 
it assumes that the active and positive involvement of individuals in civic practices 
contributes to the social health and awareness of their communities.

Knowledge

All participants referred to the activities that were planned as part of the show as 
extremely valuable. Such activities were foundational to their learning, particularly in 
relation to the political arena, both local and international. They also provided an 
understanding of mechanisms at various levels.

The program had multiple stages and these stages included multiple tasks we were 
asked to carry out. Some of these tasks were collective, I mean group work, and some 
individual. Regarding the individual [tasks], actually, these focused on presenting and 
showcasing your own product as an individual participant. I assumed multiple individual 
responsibilities that included acting as a Palestinian minister and acting as an ambassador 
to another country within the region.

I carried out, in addition, other group tasks related to humanitarian work, especially those 
related to supporting people with special needs and people residing in the border areas 

Figure 1. Framework of analysis - Media participation and civic engagement.
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that are close to the settlements in the West Bank. We communicated with them on 
how best we could help them and how they can introduce or communicate their own 
problems, especially those related to settlers’ attacks and settlers taking away their land.

These tasks actually were very related to how we can develop the reality in Palestine; so 
they were multiple and they were related to services inside Palestine as well as regional 
and international relations, especially those related to foreign affairs including affairs with 
Israel and international and regional stakeholders. Participant 2

It gave us a unique perspective into the political life and how decision making is carried 
out at the political level; and how national institutions are managed and decisions are 
taken. Participant 5

not only did the knowledge gained through the activities and trainings built into 
the show allow participants to progress to the next stages of the competition, but 
it also provided them with key insights into social problems and complex political 
scenarios in real life. This determined where their interest and focus were placed 
subsequently in their lives.

What was more important, actually, is the self-study part of the experience. The experi-
ence has instilled in us the interest to learn and to continue to search for information, 
get updated information, and upskill according to what we need. That created a moti-
vation for participants to continue in the journey of searching, identifying statistics, and 
following up with the updates in different countries around the world, especially when 
it comes to training on decision-making. Yes, this is the part of the training that I think 
was significant. Participant 3

They gave us political training about Jerusalem, about east Jerusalem, about the division 
between West Bank and Gaza; they gave us training about the core issues between us 
Palestinians and Israelis about, for example, water, about settlements, about borders, security, 
refugees. This political training has helped us a lot because it has increased my awareness 
about some political issues; and a lot of the questions that came up from the judging 
committee were political questions, and to answer these questions you had to be aware 
of all the political issues that are going on around you. This is the thing that I think was 
important for us, and it had a real impact, the political training that we took. Participant 4

I had the opportunity to get introduced to a number of cases and issues related, for 
example, to diplomacy and the work in the diplomatic field, the work with nGOs in 
Palestine, and how to confront the apartheid wall constructed by the Israelis. We got 
introduced to topics on how to differentiate between a political leader and a military 
leader, and we had the chance to read a lot of articles as part of assignments given to 
us, which have contributed to our insights and perspectives. Participant 6

Many of the activities also involved real life role-playing. This appears to have 
facilitated an understanding, for participants, of what it was like to be effectively in 
the shoes of a politician or a diplomat. A participant expresses this idea clearly 
through his words:

The most important thing was when we practiced the role of ministers or ambassadors. 
So I was the Minister of Social Affairs in our community […] I was a minister for one 
day and I practised the real role of minister. Before that, I used to say, ‘Oh, the ministers, 
they’re not doing anything in their lives, they’re just driving a nice car and they have 
prestige, that’s it’. I was also in the role of Palestinian Ambassador in Jordan. Because 
things are very difficult for us Palestinian youth, as we are suffering from the political 
and economic situation in our life, we are always saying that our ministers are corrupted, 
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that they are not doing their job properly; but when you put yourself in their shoes, 
you will see something different and this is what I saw. When I practised the real role of 
minister or ambassador, I changed my mind about a lot of things, and I see that there’s 
something different about what we see on TV or on media, for example. It was a good 
experience for me. Participant 4

Skills

The various activities and training opportunities embedded in the show provided 
participants with a wealth of new skills. Participants spoke highly of the experience 
gained and the unique prospect that opened up to them not only from gaining those 
skills, but also when learning from respected figures in the Palestinian society.

I had the opportunity of being trained on how to present myself in front of political elites 
like the Palestinian Prime Minister as well as the Vice-Chancellor of Al-Quds university. 
Meeting them, speaking to them and receiving feedback from them, and sometimes 
even exchanging some hard-to-accept messages. I had the opportunity to meet with the 
Minister of Culture and the Palestinian Ambassador to the united Kingdom, who actually 
was a big motivator in my experience in the show. I had the opportunity to communicate 
my concerns and my messages in front of decision makers who occupy elite position in 
the Palestinian Territories […] I also had the opportunity, with other participants, to get 
introduced to the presidency protocol, including the etiquette of introducing yourself, 
dealing with the presidential guard, the dining table etiquette, the etiquette of walking 
as well as how to deal with the security zones in Palestine. Participant 5

The training that we took from The President TV show, and the things that we felt in 
our community, helped me a lot and has developed my skills; it developed my skills 
even socially. Participant 4

I undertook training on how to give a speech and how to present myself live on stage, 
and how to give a speech to large audiences. To present myself as the president, I had 
to give a speech within 90 seconds. We had to go through a lot of training to shorten 
what we were thinking about and what we wanted to say, how to stand confidently, 
and how to present ourselves confidently. Participant 6

At the task level, the programme is excellent and probably in the second series of the 
show, there was bigger participation and presence of diplomats who are present in 
Palestine. I could see that they had been given a designated area to participate in the 
show. Different delegates from the international community including delegates from 
the uK, the united nations, Jordan, Turkey, and egypt were there, and they had the 
opportunity to get introduced to the Palestinian perspectives and viewpoints. The show 
was absolutely great. Participant 2

Role-playing was a key activity that the last few contestants in the show were able 
to take part in. Whilst individual experiences differed, there was agreement on the 
value attributed to this activity. Moreover, besides gaining knowledge into specific 
fields (as discussed previously), this activity developed participants’ skills in a broad 
range of areas that can be transposed into civic life.

I played the role of Al-Quds Governor, I played the role of the Chair of the electricity 
company in Jerusalem, and the role of Ambassador to Ankara, Turkey. I also played the 
role of the Minister of Culture. Participant 5

Contestants in the other two zones [east Jerusalem and West Bank] had the chance to 
play [the roles of ministers and ambassadors] more seriously than we did. We played 
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similar roles, but it was really a matter of playing the game here in Gaza Strip. We 
played particular social roles such as planning and caring for the orphans, and running 
campaigns to raise money for them. We were also involved in other initiatives such as 
how to develop the reality of the youth in Gaza Strip. Participant 1

I took on different roles, and these included acting as the Mayor of Al-Khalil Municipality, 
and I managed to work on developing an action plan to solve a number of problems. 
As you know, the municipality of Al-Khalil, that is Hebron, is very complicated; so that 
experience was interesting for me. Another role I took on was acting as the Minister of 
Women’s Affairs, where I proposed a program to defend women’s problems and how to 
ensure that women have access to their political rights. A third role was to act as the 
Palestinian Ambassador to Germany, where I had the opportunity to learn about the 
situation of the Palestinians in Germany and how to mobilize international support for 
the Palestinian issue. I had the opportunity to work hard in order to run for the president 
title […]. That helped me to formulate holistic solutions to multiple problems facing 
Palestinians and the Palestinian Territories. Participant 8

One participant recounts in details his experience with role-playing and the 
long-lasting impact this had on him:

They chose me to be the Ambassador of Palestine in Jordan, so I went there [to Jordan]. 
At the beginning, they took me from the hotel to the embassy in the real car of the 
Ambassador with the guards and everything. I went there and I shook hand with the 
real Ambassador. He starts to explain to me about the impacts of Palestine in Jordan, 
about their activities, what they are doing with Palestinian people, with their international 
and national relations with other embassies. Then, they walk me around the embassy to 
show me all the places and introduce me to the employees, the managers, and the other 
diplomats. They introduce me to all of them and after that, we go to the Ambassador 
office and he says, ‘The chair is for you, now you are the real Ambassador, I have to 
leave’. He really left the embassy to, I don’t know, to his home or whatever, and I spent 
all the day as the Ambassador. I followed up on the agenda of his day.

Based on his agenda for that day, there was a meeting with the Vice-Chancellor of the 
university of Jordan. I attended this meeting. There was another meeting with the Deputy 
Ambassador of the emirates. I attended this meeting. There was another meeting with 
some Palestinian people from Gaza; they came for an international training in Jordan 
and wanted to greet the Palestinian Ambassador, so I went to this meeting. And I then 
followed up with the rest of the daily activities. I also went to the reception [desk of the 
embassy] and I asked people who came to receive service from our embassy, ‘How can 
I help you?’ It was a real thing that I felt, and it was amazing for me. even until today, 
I keep sharing with my friends how much this impacted me. For the following three 
years or so from the show, when I needed something from that embassy and went as a 
visitor, all the employees and the guards were saying they saw me, ‘Oh, this is the small 
Ambassador. Okay, come and join, please’. It was a good experience for me. Participant 4

Networks

The show enabled some of the participants to create both personal and professional 
networks. For these former contestants, those networks have proven to be valuable 
also in their lives after the show.

The participation has been at a large scale and the connections created are at the 
entire Palestinian level. This includes creating networks in northern Palestine, southern 
Palestine, Al-Khalil… I wasn’t that connected before the show. After that, I became more 
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connected with multiple groups of youth and even these groups are connected to larger 
groups that are operating at national level in the service of the Palestinian community 
through multiple activities and by supporting multiple causes, including political and 
social issues. Participant 2

After The President TV show, a lot of organisations even called us because they knew I 
was one of the last three contestants, I was one of the last few ones who remained and 
a lot of organisations put their eyes and on us. They started offering me jobs because 
I was on The President TV show. Participant 4

The President show made my life easy when it came to my work as a journalist, because 
I was well-known to the politicians as well as to the Palestinian people […] Probably 
for someone else, it would have been difficult to have such a network of connection; 
but the show facilitated having this. These connections continued even after the show. 
even when I want to attend or to be part of any coverage, I just give a ring to any of 
my connections and they are there ready to help me get through as a journalist and 
do the coverage. Yes, the connections I created through the show have made my life 
easier. Participant 7

I had a connection with the Prime Minister and other ministers, and I’m happy to have 
this kind of relationship. I’m also happy to continue to have a long line of relationships 
with Palestinians from different areas in Palestine, including the West Bank, Gaza, nazareth 
and other areas. I consider these connections as a great resource, as a minefield of 
minerals. Participant 5

Motivation

The show provided a space for participants to be visible and heard, in a reality that 
does not leave room for the youth to be change-makers in the political sphere. Some 
of the former contestants talked about how significant that space was for them and 
the motivation arising from being at the front seat of proposing political solutions 
after listening to the people.

Because of the ongoing division in the Palestinian context, we haven’t got the chance to 
join or to participate in any real political process. The show was very special in terms of 
giving us the chance to express our ideas, our dreams, our ambitions and our political 
propositions as well. I was 23 years old when I joined the show. Meanwhile, the youngest 
figure in the political regime was about 60 years old. I was so young and the political 
regime itself was so old. Although the show doesn’t reflect the real world, at least it 
gave us the chance to convey our ideas and our opinions to the world. It was unique 
especially considering the participants coming from three different regions: from the 
West Bank, Gaza Strip and the 1948 people in Israel. Participant 1

This show came in a moment when we, in the Palestinian Territories, missed holding 
political elections in a long time. It provided us with a good space to express our 
political opinions even virtually and through TV. We could express our viewpoints about 
the political space in Palestine and how we might act once we are in decision-making 
positions. Participant 8

Participants also talked about the encouragement received and the sense of empow-
erment elicited in them through their involvement in the tasks laid out in the pro-
gramme. The sense of agency experienced during the show has translated into current 
interests and even in a stronger sense of self.
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I worked as Palestinian ambassador, minister of communication, etc. That gave me actu-
ally a great sense of empowerment, and I felt like I could contribute to bringing about 
change in reality, if I were given the chance […] Although the experience is now eight 
years old, one of the key moments for me was my visit to Al-Khalil city. It was my first 
visit to the city, ever. During that visit, I watched closely the reality of settlement in that 
city […] That visit was so special and created in me the warmth to continue to learn 
about the reality of settlement in that city, to the point that in my master’s study, I made 
the subject of that visit the topic of my research. The research was about the reality of 
settlement in the city of Al-Khalil. every time I go in that direction, I make sure that I 
visit Al-Khalil and the Old City, because now I feel responsible for that reality. I need to 
know about the updates in that area. Participant 3

I was very glad to see the youth support my vision and my ideas. Although it was a 
TV program, actually I received a lot of support for my ideas and my vision. That was 
evident from the messages I received from Palestinians living in Australia and Canada, 
and in other parts of the world. even during the show, I received a lot of messages 
from people in Japan, Jordan, Tunisia, Algeria, Yemen, and every place in Palestine. All 
the support to my ideas, both when I was on stage and throughout the programme, 
actually gave me a push forward and I feel very indebted too […] Being involved in the 
show as a participant, and having the opportunity to lead a campaign that has been 
supported by friends, relatives and many others, has positively impacted me psycholog-
ically, emotionally and cognitively. Participant 5

Civic engagement

even though to various degrees, all participants are presently engaged at a civic 
level. either through voluntary work, political involvement, advocating for people’s 
rights or leading a movement, the show’s finalists appear to have developed a will-
ingness to bring about change in their community by joining or initiating relevant 
activities.

I have run a training, as voluntary work, for hundreds of students in life skills, social 
responsibility, different topics besides my teaching […] It was a great chance and still 
is. Thousands of students need guidance for their future. I am proud to be part of this 
work. Participant 2

I continue to defend the Palestinian prisoners and I continue to defend those detainees. 
I volunteer in cases related to Palestinian people who are poor and financially unable 
to pay to have their cases defended through other lawyers. I provide support to official 
institutions and organizations that are facing challenges […] Currently, I am volunteering 
in legal and law-related areas. I hold seminars and workshops to teach people about 
their rights: political, economical and social rights. Participant 5

I have been and still am active in the social domain through my youth work. especially 
being involved in campaigns promoting human rights and programmes targeting the 
Palestinian youth for training and capacity building, as well as advocacy and awareness 
raising campaigns in several fields and through a number of Palestinian institutions. 
Participant 8

Some participants also talked about how their understanding of civic engagement 
changed as a result of their participation in the show. Their answers truly demonstrate 
the shift in perspective that occurred in some, and the important role that this played 
in their lives subsequently.
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My understanding of the concept was different, before and after. For instance, before, I 
thought that citizenship, for instance, entails having rights; but from the show, I learned 
that citizenship entails having rights and also commitments. You are committed to do 
something as well […] That helped me and encouraged me to work to improve the 
reality, and to encourage others to get engaged in volunteering and campaigns. I have 
learned that rights should not be given to someone: they should be taken, because they 
are your rights. Participant 1

[The show] has encouraged me to start reading more about political issues, to start to 
think more about the current situation. Think more and read more and devote myself to 
the political sphere and to be more aware of what is going on on the ground and in the 
region […] After the TV show, I started focusing on political, economic, social issues in 
my community and in my region. If I have a meeting or if I have an invitation to speak 
on radio or TV, I have to be aware of political issues. This is on one side. On the other 
side, after the TV show, I have felt a good relationship with everybody. When I went 
to any ministry, for example, or any embassy for Palestine, and I saw something wrong 
before The President TV show, it was okay. I was thinking: something wrong? What can 
they do? now, I send an email or a message or call a minister or ambassador, ‘Please, I 
saw something wrong. Please, you can change this’. You can ask. I feel myself now being 
part of the change. Participant 4

My understanding of civic engagement has changed from where it was before my partic-
ipation in the show because I got involved in the work, in the civic engagement business 
itself and I got involved in its mechanisms. Yes, we have in Palestine female pioneers in 
the field of politics and economy, but I used to look at them from a distance like, ‘oh, it 
is difficult to get where they are now.’ no, actually after the show, I realized that it is not 
difficult and it is something close. We can get there as long as we can communicate our 
voice, we can communicate our messages, and we get the right information, experience, 
and skills in politics and the economy. Participant 7

Obstacles

Whilst the interviews conducted demonstrate the connection between participation 
in the Reality TV show and civic engagement, contextual obstacles also need to be 
acknowledged. Participants were very honest in their discussion on the limitations 
that any form of civic engagement carries in the Palestinian Territories, despite the 
encouragement and support provided to the youth by the show, which also extended 
to its young audience. Respondents described the situation, particularly in relation 
to political involvement, that the youth face in their everyday life and the constant 
disillusionment that even the most active have to suffer from.

In our community, as in generation, we have lost the hope. Why we have lost hope? 
Because we don’t have any change in our lives, we don’t have any change in our political 
life. There is no election for presidency, there is no election for parliament. If you are 
looking at our ambassadors or our ministers, or anyone in the decision-making level, 
you will see that they are more than 65, 70 years of age; so we don’t feel as youth that 
we have hope, or we have our chance to be in the decision-making level. Participant 4

I can say that people here are depressed from the leadership and from the political 
situation here. In order for civic engagement to have a positive influence on the youth, 
the start is not from the youth upward, but from people at the top downward. The 
leadership should bridge the relationship with the Palestinian youth, to engage them 
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civically and politically in a rational way that respects their dignity and respects their 
views of how things should be done. Participant 5

As Palestinian youths, we have a lot of problems and these problems are not all related 
to the Occupation. There are a lot of problems we can contribute to solving, such as 
problems related to jobs and job creation, good governance, and accountability. During 
the show, we had the chance to express ourselves and our vision on how to solve such 
problems, but in reality, we are not given the chance to be part of the solution of these 
problems. The political leadership does not give a chance for other leaders to be intro-
duced to the political regime or to contribute to decision-making. The political parties 
do not allow us to contribute to any change. Participant 6

While the potential of civic engagement to build and preserve peace was recog-
nized by all participants, the complex situation of the Territories is met with bitter 
acknowledgement from respondents about the limit that this set of practices has in 
this particular context:

When it comes to the topic of peace, it is a dialectic. It is a problematic concept in 
general, because the other partner is not serious and not interested in reaching any 
peaceful settlement, and doesn’t give the real chance to realize peace. We are in favour 
of peace, but the other party is not interested in reaching any serious settlement in this 
regard. Peace is possible only after giving the rights to the Palestinians, and after the 
other party becoming committed to the rights of the Palestinians. Participant 3

There’s a link between civic engagement and peace. That can be seen through the ambi-
tions of the youth to see freedom, independence, and achieving dignity. I think realising 
peace and these values is again conditioned by the so many practices of the Occupation 
for what this is. I’d like to mention here a say or a motto that I’m convinced of, which 
is that the last day of Occupation is our first day of peace, because it is the Occupation 
that is bringing a lot of challenges for the youth and in their lives. The Occupation 
is preventing and hindering the youth from realizing their dreams and hindering the 
efforts put for development and to realize independence and a life of dignity. As long 
as there’s Occupation, challenges to meet peace, even through civic engagement, will 
remain. Participant 8

In relation to contextual restraints, one participant also raised the important and 
relevant point of fragmentation within the youth in the Palestinian Territories:

The division between Gaza and West Bank affects us a lot. I’m from the West Bank, I 
don’t have any information about people from Gaza. I have one friend from Gaza, they 
don’t know anything about the West Bank; they have never even entered the West 
Bank. A lot of young people here, they have never entered Gaza. When I went to east 
Jerusalem, for example, I met people from east Jerusalem who were planning civic 
engagement initiatives. We discussed them together. There is a big gap between even 
the young generation who lives in east Jerusalem and the one who lives in the West 
Bank, even though they are only two kilometres apart. Because of this, we have lost 
everything. Participant 4

Strengthening civic engagement through media participation

This study has shown how the application of a C4D strategic design can shape a 
Reality TV show into a launching platform for civic engagement. Through their par-
ticipation in the programme, and specifically in the last few episodes, contestants 
underwent three key stages:
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•	 knowledge development. The coaching provided and the tasks participants 
became involved in offered unique knowledge and insights into the dynamics 
of local politics, economic situation, as well as diplomatic and international 
relations.

•	 skills development. Thanks to the training received through their participation 
in the show, contestants acquired a crucial skillset that has enabled them 
to navigate the world of politics and related domains in a professional and 
informed manner.

•	 network creation. Those gravitating around the TV show were both ordinary 
people, who supported the contestants’ campaigns, and political and diplomatic 
figures. This network of individuals has, for some participants, proven to be 
significant in their life after the show.

The combination of these processes upheld participants’ motivation in maintaining 
a level of civic engagement throughout their lives even after five to eight years since 
the end of the show. Volunteering, political activism, participation in social movements, 
campaigning and mentoring, are some of the civic practices that the former contes-
tants continue to be engaged with. In addition to these, the show has also guided 
them towards the acknowledgement that everyone can have a role to play in making 
a difference, and of the importance of overcoming the often-felt sense of 
powerlessness.

In line with this point, while the findings presented here are overall positive, there 
are obstacles to the development of a strong civic engagement among people in the 
context of Palestine, which have been considered. These are related to the political, 
economic, and social situation that Palestinians, and particularly the youth, are expe-
riencing. The limitations imposed on people’s rights and freedom by the occupying 
forces, the complexity of the relationships with countries around the world, and the 
unsteady political situation in place in the Palestinian Territories of West Bank, Gaza 
and east Jerusalem, mean that any effort connected to civil engagement may, ulti-
mately, bear little fruit. Yet, the acquisition of knowledge, skills, and networks remains 
key for young people to stay motivated and contribute, at a civic level, to the devel-
opment of their communities.

Whilst specific vocational paths have not been discussed in this article in order to 
preserve research participants’ confidentiality, the involvement of former contestants 
in civically-engaged practices runs alongside careers in politics, education, media, 
human rights and law, amongst other fields. The engagement of the former contes-
tants in civic activities that may be connected with but certainly go beyond their 
current occupation, is also synonym of the interest and motivation that each one of 
them still holds towards influencing change.

Conclusions

This article has shown how, when rooted in C4D practice, Reality television can be 
designed with the purpose of achieving social benefit. In particular, the study pre-
sented here has discussed the experience of the former contestants from The President 
TV show, broadcast in the Palestinian Territories in 2013 and 2015. Finalists from each 
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series, who underwent an intensive training and coaching in a broad range of areas 
including politics, economics and international relations during the last few episodes 
of the show, have been interviewed. Their responses have been analysed in light of 
a framework that shows the pathway from participation in Reality TV to civic engage-
ment. This has been built on notions from Communication for Development, which 
drove the aims of the show.

After an introduction of the situation of the youth in Palestine, the literature 
reviewed in this article has discussed how civic engagement still lacks a clear defi-
nition. Yet, a number of concepts related to it appear to recur in the work of different 
scholars and organisations. At the same time, Reality TV has become another object 
of attention for researchers in a different field, and its evolution both in genre and 
popularity has been considered. Following these reflections, C4D has been brought 
in as a bridge between the two, in order to assist on shedding light on relevant 
processes arising from this study.

In conclusion, the group of finalists from the two editions of The President had the 
unique opportunity to be part of this capacity building exercise that the Reality TV 
show encompassed. Yet, as Interpeace (2017) also highlights, ‘promoting peacebuilding, 
security and violence rejection cannot rely on an élite sector of active young people 
only, but rather requires reaching the largest segment possible of young people to 
engage them in this process’ (27). This study leaves space for reflection on how 
Communication for Development strategies can be designed to build capacity of 
young people in the civic sphere through the use of the different media formats, at 
a larger scale. In particular, examining the dynamics that drive the connection between 
active civic engagement and youth-led positive social change in the Palestinian con-
text could be useful to develop knowledge on how media-based civic engagement 
interventions among the youth can contribute to peace, stability, and development 
in the Territories.
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