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Dramatic Social Change 
in Russia and Mongolia
Connecting Relative 
Deprivation to Social Identity

Roxane de la Sablonnière
Université de Montréal

Francine Tougas
Monique Lortie-Lussier
University of Ottawa

Two studies assess people’s reactions in the midst of dramatic social change. The studies 
examine consequences of social change in Russia and Mongolia after the dismantlement of the 
Soviet Union. They focus on the impact of social changes that are numerous, negative, and 
rapid. Specifically, an integration of relative deprivation and social identity theories is pro-
posed. According to hypotheses, it is found that the more people perceive social change as 
numerous and negative, the more they experience social collective relative deprivation. In 
addition, the more people perceive social change as rapid and negative, the more they express 
temporal collective relative deprivation. Both types of collective relative deprivation are linked 
to collective esteem: Whereas the path from temporal collective relative deprivation is negative 
in both studies, the valence of path from social collective relative deprivation to collective 
esteem depends on perceived in-group status of the cultural group.

Keywords:  �  social change; relative deprivation; social comparisons; temporal comparisons; 
    collective esteem; social mobility

The only constant in life is change: Societies are in perpetual mutation, but the scope 
and pace of transformations vary widely. On one hand, social changes can be charac-

terized as largely cumulative: New elements are continually added to an existing system 
(Nolan & Lenski, 1998). Such changes are continuous, slowly evolving within the adaptive 
capacities of a social structure without altering its basic functioning.

On the other hand, some changes are more than just signs of the normal flow of time, 
as they profoundly reshape the entire social structure. What is considered immutable is 
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transformed in an instant. The existing system becomes unstable as it succumbs to the pres-
sure of fast-paced disruptive events. Events of this nature are challenging, because they 
bring about a sharp discontinuity between the past and the present (Moghaddam & Crystal, 
1997; Parsons, 1964; Rocher, 1992; Rogers, 2003).

In this article, the term social change refers to profound societal transformations such as 
socio-cultural changes. Social change of this magnitude points to a complete rupture in the 
equilibrium of social structures because their adaptive capacities are surpassed (Parsons, 
1964; Rocher, 1992; Rogers, 2003). This type of social change is characteristic of present-
day modern societies: In the past few decades, numerous and rapid dramatic societal recon-
figurations have transformed the geopolitical face of the world (Nolan, & Lenski, 1998; 
Zuck, 1997). Examples of such social change include defining political events such as the 
collapse of the Soviet Union and the creation of the European Union.

Individuals may deny, resist, or adapt to changes, but as was noted centuries ago, 
“Tempora mutantur, nos et mutamur in illis” (Harrison, 1577, reedited in 1994: p.170), 
times change and so do we. Yet the study of the psychological impact of profound social 
change on individuals and collectivities has been understudied in the social sciences gener-
ally and in social psychology in particular (see Moghaddam, 1999, 2002; Moscovici, 1972; 
Tajfel, 1972). Among studies pertaining to this issue, an important segment was devoted to 
the responses of individuals to organizational and societal restructuring. In these studies, 
the focus was on the number and the pace of change. It has been shown that in most 
instances, individuals are personally destabilized, threatened, and distressed when their 
environment is reconfigured by large-scope and fast-paced changes or by either of the two 
(e.g., Hobfoll & Lilly, 1993). Research has also demonstrated that numerous and rapid 
social changes have consequences beyond personal considerations: Individuals’ rapport 
with their in-group is also affected. Part of this research is linked to Relative Deprivation 
Theory (Crosby, 1976), and the other is based on Social Identity Theory (Tajfel, 1978; 
Tajfel & Turner, 1986).

The general goal of the present article is to examine one of the most challenging and 
neglected topics in all of psychology: behavior in the midst of change. Specifically, the 
focus is on the impact of numerous and rapid socio-cultural changes on people’s views on 
and relations with their national group. We propose an integration of relative deprivation 
and social identity theories to account for reactions to major societal change.

Relative deprivation theory is one of the few social psychological theories that can be 
applied to social change. One important assumption of Relative Deprivation Theory is that 
people react to the subjective—rather than to the objective—position of their group. 
Moreover, it is contended that the social or cultural context in which the group evaluation 
is made plays an important role in the emergence of feelings of relative deprivation 
(Stouffer, Suchman, De Vinney, Star, & Williams, 1949). In sum, relative deprivation is 
subjective and context dependent. Specifically, the concept of collective relative depriva-
tion refers to discontent engendered by invidious group comparisons (Crosby, 1976; 
Runciman, 1966, 1968). Previous research has mainly focused on social collective relative 
deprivation, which involves in-group and out-group comparisons (Guimond & Tougas, 
1994; Walker & Pettigrew, 1984). However, temporal “collective relative deprivation” can 
also be considered as an important source of threat (Crosby, 1976; Folger, 1977, 1986; 
Gurr, 1970; Pettigrew, 1967; Runciman, 1966; Tougas & Beaton, 2002). A member of a 
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group can become dissatisfied when comparing the present situation of his or her own 
group with its past or expected future situation.

Social change has been associated with feelings of threat, measured by collective relative 
deprivation (Beaton, Tougas, & Joly, 1996; Tougas, de la Sablonnière, Lagacé, & Kocum, 
2003). More precisely, it was found that the number and pace of social change were associ-
ated with different forms of collective relative deprivation (Beaton et al., 1996; Tougas 
et al., 2003). First, feelings of social collective relative deprivation were shown to increase 
as the number of social change grew. In these studies, number of social change referred to 
the increased numerical representation of minority group members in different settings. 
According to relative deprivation theory, members of a group are inclined to engage in 
social comparisons to evaluate their group status. When social changes are negative and 
numerous, thus affecting many aspects of their social environment, they will continue to 
engage in such comparison process to reassess their group’s position.

Second, the pace of social change, referring to the rate of increase of minorities, was 
found to be related to temporal collective relative deprivation. This hypothesis was based 
on previous research showing that fast-paced changes constitute a major threat (Albert, 
1977). Temporal comparisons, found to be particularly important during times of rapid 
change, allow people to reassess their collective situation and reposition their group in a 
profoundly modified environment (Brown & Middendorf, 1996). Dramatic social change 
is a destabilizing force (Albert & Sabini, 1974), causing the affected groups to consider 
each new situation as unique (de la Sablonnière, Taylor, Perozzo, & Sadykova, in press; de 
la Sablonnière & Tougas, 2008). For this reason, individuals have difficulty identifying 
comparison groups to evaluate their current conditions. Instead, they take into consider-
ation their past history or project themselves into time. As people attempt to adjust to their 
new reality, it is temporal comparisons that allow them to make reasonable judgments con-
cerning their relative current status.

The first goal of the two studies presented in this article was to determine whether the links 
between social change—produced by the introduction of minorities—and collective relative 
deprivation apply to social change, which refers to major social restructures. In addition, stud-
ies presented take into account the valence of social change. For example, the introduction of 
numerous social changes can be well received if these changes respond to people’s demands, 
eliminate undue practices, or allow more freedom. It is the conjunction of numerous and 
negative change that trigger feelings of social collective relative deprivation.

Further accounting for group-based reactions following the introduction of fast-paced mas-
sive social changes is provided by taking into consideration the research on Social Identity 
Theory. Indeed, social change has been linked to social identity (Amiot, de la Sablonnière, 
Terry, & Smith, 2007; Breakwell, 1986). Social identity refers to the individual’s knowledge 
of belonging to one or many social groups, as well as the associated affective and evaluative 
meaning (Tajfel, 1978). The latter component, labeled collective esteem, is concerned with 
group worth, respect, and value (also see Taylor, 1997, 2002). According to Social Identity 
Theory, people strive to achieve and maintain a positive social identity by making group 
comparisons to assess the social position of their in-group (Tajfel & Turner, 1986).

It has been argued that collective esteem is negatively affected by collective relative depri-
vation (Tougas & Beaton, 2002; Walker, 1999). Following Crosby’s (1976) proposition that 
people with high feelings of personal relative deprivation suffer lower well-being (i.e., low 
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self-esteem), Walker (1999) proposed that collective relative deprivation is negatively 
related to collective esteem. Studies evaluating the relation between temporal collective 
relative deprivation and collective esteem, have confirmed this hypothesis (de la Sablonnière 
et al., in press; de la Sablonnière & Tougas, 2008; Zagefka & Brown, 2005). In contrast, the 
testing of the relation between social collective relative deprivation and collective esteem 
yielded to inconsistent results: This link has been found to be positive (e.g., Petta & Walker, 
1992), marginally significant (Walker, 1999), nonexistent (e.g., Tougas & Veilleux, 1988), 
and negative (e.g., Zagefka & Brown, 2005). To account for these inconsistent results, we 
take into account the main assumptions of Relative Deprivation Theory.

Recall that relative deprivation is considered subjective and context dependent. It fol-
lows that the link between collective relative deprivation and collective esteem is also 
affected by the social or cultural context. Thus, we argue that if the in-group is well viewed 
and if the prevalent situation favors group enhancement, the link between social collective 
relative deprivation and collective esteem should be positive. For instance, if group mem-
bers have gained group status worldwide (e.g., because of social reforms), their actual 
perceived cultural in-group status will allow its members to be proud of their country, even 
if they are dissatisfied with comparisons with more advantaged countries. In that context, 
being well-perceived worldwide in adverse conditions boosts group members’ collective 
esteem. In contrast, the link between social collective relative deprivation and collective 
esteem should be negative if the cultural in-group is poorly viewed and if the prevalent 
situation points to a deteriorating reputation. These predictions are in line with previous 
research showing that collective esteem is sensitive to group status (Ellemers, Kortekaas, 
& Ouwerkerk, 1999). Up to date, however, the role of the cultural context, and more pre-
cisely the in-group status, in the relation between collective relative deprivation and collec-
tive esteem has not been evaluated.

The second goal of the two studies presented in the present article is to redress this situ-
ation by assessing the links between both social and temporal collective relative deprivation 
and collective esteem in two different cultural contexts: Russia and Mongolia. Cross-
cultural studies are particularly relevant to determine whether the relation between social 
collective relative deprivation and collective esteem is universal—as suggested by Relative 
Deprivation Theory—or is dependent on people’s cultural context. On the one hand, we 
hypothesize that in a cultural context where the actual in-group status is generally perceived 
as low, such as in Russia, the links between both types of collective relative deprivation 
(social and temporal) and collective esteem will be negative. On the other hand, we hypoth-
esize that in a cultural context where the actual perceived in-group status is high, such as in 
Mongolia, the link between social collective relative deprivation and collective esteem will 
be positive, but the link between temporal collective relative deprivation and collective 
esteem will be negative.

Cultural Contexts of Studies 1 and 2

The first study took place in Russia. Russia was considered as the best model of a 
communist nation by other republics. However, this country has undergone dramatic 
social change since the fall of the communist regime in 1991. Everyday life in Russia is 
still difficult, as a result of the political, socio-cultural, and economic changes undertaken 
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in recent years; some for the better, most for the worse (Boone & Fedorov, 1997; Pirogov 
& Pronin, 1999). These changes had profound consequences on the living conditions. For 
example, Russian people encountered major problems with their health and education 
systems (Encarta, 1993-1998). The future also seems rather grim. It has been suggested 
that “within a few decades Russia will concern the rest of the world no more than any 
Third World country” (Tayler, 2001, p. 35).

The second study was conducted in Mongolia where our hypotheses were tested in a 
different but related context of dramatic social change. As a former satellite country of the 
Soviet Union, Mongolia has been greatly affected by the breakup of the U.S.S.R. After 
1991, Mongolia lost U.S.S.R.’s important economic and military support and experienced 
an economic recession, with an inflation rate of 326% (Badarch, Batsukh, & Batmunkh, 
2003). Mongolia has gone through what economists call a “shock therapy,” which can be 
defined as the implementation of several rapid economic reforms such as privatization of 
state-owned enterprises (Woo, Parker, & Sachs, 1997). These radical but peaceful economic 
reforms initiated in 1990 are considered to be relatively successful (e.g., Badarch et al., 
2003; Nørgaard, 2000). Consequently, in 1999, inflation dropped to 10% and the economy 
stabilized (Badarch et al., 2003).1

In sum, the consequences of social restructuring in Mongolia seem more positive than 
in Russia, as Mongolia gained status worldwide with the creation of a democratic political 
system promoting new cultural values. In contrast, Russia has lost its worldwide super-
power status with the fall of communism.

Study 1

The first study tested a predictive model, including positive paths from the number of 
social change to social collective relative deprivation and from the pace of social change 
to temporal collective relative deprivation. A correlational link between the number and 
pace of social change is also proposed on the basis of previous studies (Beaton et al., 
1996; de la Sablonnière & Tougas, 2008; Tougas et al., 2003). Because this study was 
conducted in a context of declining reputation, the postulated model includes negative 
relations between both social and temporal collective relative deprivation and collective 
esteem.

Method

Participants

This study was conducted at the Tyumen State University and the Gubkin Russian State 
University of Oil and Gas. Tyumen, a typical Russian city of 560,000 people, is located 
1,800 km east of Moscow in the region of the Ural Mountains. In 2000, students from 11 
departments were asked to fill out a questionnaire during class hours by a Russian assistant 
and a Canadian researcher. Only students of Russian nationality (423 out of 500) were 
included in the analyses. The majority were women (70%), and their age ranged from 17 
to 43 years (M = 20 years).
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Questionnaire

The questionnaire was developed in French. It was translated into Russian and back into 
French (back-translation). The final version was edited by a Russian translator.

Number of social change. This scale refers to the respondent’s perceived degree or extent 
of positive or negative change in the society. It was based on documentation pertaining to 
the different ministries of the Government of the Russian Federation and to the reforms 
initiated in Russia since 1991. A total of 13 domains of change were identified (see Table 
1). A score of 1 indicated everything changed for the better and 7 indicated everything 
changed for the worse (Cronbach’s alpha = .78).

Pace of social change. Participants were asked to evaluate the pace of change for each 
domain listed in the above scale, from 1 = extremely slow to 7 = extremely fast (Cronbach’s 
alpha = .75).

Social collective relative deprivation. Participants were first asked to identify the group 
to which they compared Russians most frequently (East Europeans, N = 107; West 
Europeans, N = 199; North Americans, N = 65; Asians, N = 22; and Other, N = 17). In all, 
13 participants did not indicate a comparison group. Drawing from previous studies 
(Tougas & Beaton, 1993; Tougas et al., 2003), the cognitive component was evaluated by 
asking participants to compare Russians to their chosen group, from 1 indicating much bet-
ter to 7 indicating much worse, in terms of (a) health system, (b) work, (c) security, 
(d) education, (e) environment, and (f) justice (Cronbach’s alpha = .68). The affective com-
ponent was measured by asking participants whether they were dissatisfied with each per-
ceived discrepancy, from 1 indicating not at all to 7 indicating absolutely (Cronbach’s 
alpha = .63). Two scores were computed, one grouping and averaging scores of the cognitive 
component and the other of the affective component.

Temporal collective relative deprivation. Participants were asked to compare the actual 
and expected future (5 years) conditions of Russians in the same terms. Internal consistency 
for the cognitive component was .84 and .82 for the affective component.

Collective esteem. The items of this scale were derived from previous work (Ellemers, 
Kortekaas, & Ouwerkerk, 1999; Jackson, 2002; Luhtanen & Crocker, 1992). The items are 
as follows: (a) I think Russians have little to be proud of (pride)2; (b) I feel good about 
Russians in general (feel); (c) I have a lot of respect for Russians in general (respect). 
Answers of 1 indicated not at all and 7 indicated absolutely (Cronbach’s alpha = .76).

Analyses

The proposed model was tested using structural equation modeling (Amos statistical pack-
age; Arbuckle, 1999). As suggested, three fit indices were taken into consideration to evaluate 
the adequacy of the model (Bollen & Long, 1993). The chi-square is a test of the level of 
discrepancy between the fitted covariance, as specified in the hypothesized model and the 
sample covariance. A large value of the chi-square statistic relative to its degree of freedom 
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is evidence that the proposed model does not adequately describe the data. However, the chi-
square is known for its sensitivity to sample size (Kline, 2005). Thus, the comparative fit 
index (CFI; Bentler, 1990) and the standardized root mean square residual (SRMR; Kline, 
2005) were selected because of their resistance to sample bias (Hu & Bentler, 1999). Values 
over .90 for the CFI and less than .10 for the SRMR are considered appropriate.

If the fit of the postulated model is inadequate, modification indices are provided. 
Modification indices can be viewed as a χ2 statistic with 1 degree of freedom for each fixed 
parameter specified. This value represents the overall drop in χ2 value if the parameter were 
to be freely estimated (Byrne, 2001). Decisions on how to improve the model should be 
based on fit indices and theoretical considerations (Arbuckle & Wothke, 1999).

Results and Discussion

Preliminary Analyses

Preliminary analyses showed that the data can be considered normal (see Table 2). No 
outliers were found and missing values (less than 2% per variable) were replaced by their 
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Table 1
Loadings of Four Aspects of Social Change, Percentage 
of Explained Variance, and Eigenvalues for the Number 

of Social Change and the Pace of Social Change Scale (Study 1, Russia)

				    Social 
	 Security	E ducation	 Quality of Life	E nvironment

	 Number	 Pace	 Number	 Pace	 Number	 Pace	 Number	 Pace

  1.	Personal security	 .710	 .748	 .116	 .098	 .152	 .224	 .236	 .135
  2.	Criminality	 .808	 .773	 .033	 .053	 .135	 .029	 .236	 .331
  3.	Corruption	 .781	 .588	 .043	 .009	 .099	 –.018	 .132	 .457
  4.	Educational level	 .040	 .216	 .737	 .652	 .131	 .103	 .068	 –.105
  5.	Quality of the 	 .087	 .045	 .790	 .796	 .013	 .021	 .087	 .070 
      school system
  6.	Quality of institutions 	 .056	 –.129	 .797	 .790	 .102	 .012	 –.013	 .130 
      of higher learning
  7.	Job security 	 .247	 .040	 .026	 .026	 .716	 .709	 –.073	 .035
  8.	Social services	 –.064	 .313	 .122	 –.032	 .661	 .704	 .351	 –.149
  9.	Health system	 –.033	 .003	 .389	 .109	 .466	 .663	 .352	 .193
10.	Quality of life	 .226	 –.017	 .093	 .049	 .713	 .633	 .063	 .376
11.	Environment	 .168	 .368	 –.023	 –.065	 .050	 .037	 .724	 .525
12.	Poverty	 .182	 .159	 .069	 –.016	 .182	 .225	 .600	 .728
13.	Justice system 	 .233	 .244	 .114	 .198	 .026	 .081	 .732	 .650
Eigenvalues 	 1.76	 1.67	 3.65	 .84	 1.06	 3.37	 1.17	 1.53
% of explained variance	 13.50	 12.85	 28.09	 6.42	 8.14	 25.92	 9.00	 11.75
% of total variance 	 58.72	 56.94						       
    explained

Note: Factor loadings over .45 are in bold.
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predicted values with a regression to the trend. Finally, an analysis of variance (ANOVA) 
was performed to compare the scores of social collective relative deprivation of the par-
ticipants of each of the five comparison categories. The ANOVA was significant, F(4, 405) = 
4.79, p < .01, η2 = .05; and the Scheffe post hoc tests revealed significant mean differences 
between the Asian (M = 4.25) and two other comparison groups: the North Americans 
(M = 4.86) and the West Europeans (M = 4.82). Participants were nonetheless pooled to 
form one sample group as including or excluding people; comparing their group with 
Asians produced similar results.

Exploratory Factor Analysis

To improve the parsimony of the model, two exploratory factor analyses were conducted 
on the scales measuring the number and the pace of social change. The principal compo-
nent technique with varimax rotation was used. Indices such as factor loadings, proportion 
of variance explained, and acceptable eigenvalues showed that both scales contained four 
factors, which we computed and used in the following analyses, under these labels: secu-
rity, education, quality of life, and social environment (see Table 1).3 Although, social 
change overall was perceived as relatively numerous and negative (M = 4.44) and as rela-
tively rapid (M = 4.42), occasionally perceptions of social change in specific area were not 
perceived uniformly. For example, for the Number of Social Change Scale, the mean score 
for one out of the four scales was below the midpoint (i.e., education, M = 3.28).

Evaluation of the Proposed Model

Results of the structural equation modeling revealed that the initial solution could not be 
considered final, as the CFI was too low, χ2(85, N = 423) = 413.63, p < .001, CFI = .86, 
SRMR = .07. Modification indices suggested adding one correlation between the error 
terms of quality of life to increase the fit of the model. This adjustment was justified, as 
these measures pertain to the two aspects of social change measured: number and pace. 
Modifications were significant, ∆χ2(1) = 106.03, p < .001; and the indices showed that the 
final model was adequate, χ2(84, N = 423) = 307.60, p < .001, CFI = .91; SRMR = .06 (see 
Figure 1 for the final model).4

The present study focused on evaluating the impact of numerous and rapid large-scale 
socio-cultural change on collective relative deprivation. The final model indicates that, as 
the number of perceived negative social change increased, Russians reported stronger feel-
ings of social collective relative deprivation. These feelings were equally strong whether 
Russians compared their situation to any of the five categories of national groups. This is 
not surprising, as the dismantling of the U.S.S.R. has been accompanied by very costly 
reforms; once a superpower, Russia is now considered by many as a developing country 
(e.g., Tayler, 2001).

This study also confirmed the importance of considering the pace when accounting for 
reactions to social change. As predicted, the faster the pace of transformations, the more 
Russians reported feelings of temporal collective relative deprivation. It could be argued 
that being destabilized by rapid change leads to a pessimistic view of the future. This con-
clusion is congruent with research showing that the pace of change is accompanied by 
dissatisfaction hinging on temporal rather than social comparisons (Tougas et al., 2003).
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The present study linking the number of social change to social collective relative depri-
vation, and its pace of social change to temporal collective relative deprivation points to 
two different psychological mechanisms that are worthy of consideration. Previous studies 
evaluating relative deprivation have mostly focused on social comparisons, which are more 
prevalent than temporal comparisons (Suls, 1986; Suls & Mullen, 1982, 1984) and are 
spontaneously used by people (Crosby, 1976). In the context of numerous social changes, 
it is logical to think that, as the number of negative social change increases, individuals feel 
threatened when comparing their group’s situation to that of other groups. This is in line 
with the social comparison theory suggesting that, in the absence of objective standards, 
people are inclined to measure the situation of their group against that of other groups.
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Figure 1
Final Model of Relations Between Social Change, Collective 

Relative Deprivation, and Collective Esteem (Study 1, Russia)
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However, in times of rapid change, temporal comparisons tend to be more relevant than 
social comparisons (Albert, 1977; Suls, 1986; Suls & Mullen, 1982, 1984). Research has 
recently found that when individuals find themselves in a unique situation, temporal 
comparisons increase in relevance (Hénault, de la Sablonnière, & Huberdeau, 2009). For 
example, Russians are likely to reassess their group situation across time to maintain a 
sense of continuity in the face of rapid social changes.

Finally, the present study confirms that relative deprivation is related to evaluations of 
the in-group (Walker, 1999). As predicted on the basis of the cultural context hypothesis, a 
negative path emerged from social collective relative deprivation to collective esteem. 
These findings are in line with research showing that the in-group status plays a role in the 
modulation of collective esteem (Ellemers et al., 1999). This is congruent with the fact that 
national pride has dwindled over the past decade in Russia (Tayler, 2001). In line with 
previous studies connecting temporal collective relative deprivation with collective esteem, 
it was found that frustration prompted by bleak estimations of the future translated into 
negative reactions to the in-group.

The study of the associated outcomes of social change would benefit from an exploration 
of the consequences of negative collective esteem. According to analysts, people react when 
their collective esteem is bruised (Breakwell, 1986, 1988; Tajfel, 1978) and turn to coping 
strategies when esteem is threatened by social change (Breakwell, 1986, 1988). Some of 
these strategies are meant to boost social identity (Tajfel & Turner, 1986). One example of 
such action is to leave one’s group. This so-called exit or social mobility strategy is defined 
by Tajfel (1975) as “an individual’s perception that he can improve his position in a social 
situation, or more generally, move from one position to another, as an individual” (p. 104). 
This new social position will then become less threatening for the individual (Breakwell, 
1988) whose main goal is to improve his or her personal situation over and above the situa-
tion of the in-group (e.g., Wright, Taylor, & Moghaddam, 1990). That is, a more complex 
pathway from societal changes to social mobility is explored in Study 2.

Study 2

This study conducted in Mongolia has two main goals. The first goal is to test the cul-
tural context hypothesis according to which the reputation of the in-group has an impact on 
the link between social collective relative deprivation and collective esteem. If, according 
to predictions, the link between social collective relative deprivation and collective esteem 
was negative in Russia, it is expected to be positive in Mongolia, since its improved world-
wide reputation contributes to shape this country's cultural context.

The second goal is to examine the consequence of collective esteem on social mobility. 
Then the specificity of the Mongolian social context warranted some refinement of the 
measures used in the first study. In this context, it seemed appropriate to estimate the 
change in the relative conditions of Mongolians across time rather than their collective 
situation across time. A variant of temporal collective relative deprivation referring to social 
comparisons across time was thus used. Moreover, to account for both the positive and the 
negative nature of social reforms, a third characteristic of social change was introduced as a 
unique variable measured with a specific scale: the valence of social change. By measuring 
the valence, the number, and the pace of social change independently, it becomes possible to 

de la Sablonnière et al. / Social Change in Russia and Mongolia      337

 at UNIVERSITE DE MONTREAL on April 24, 2009 http://jcc.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://jcc.sagepub.com


test the separate and interactive impact of (a) the valence with the number on social collective 
relative deprivation and of (b) the valence with the pace on temporal collective relative depri-
vation. By the same token, the interaction between the number of social change and the 
valence is no longer assumed as it was done in Study 1.

In this study, the postulated model proposes that the number of negative social change is 
positively related to social collective relative deprivation and that the pace of negative social 
change is positively related to temporal collective relative deprivation. A positive correla-
tional link between the two measures of social change is included. It is also posited that the 
link between temporal collective relative deprivation and collective esteem is negative and 
that the link between social collective relative deprivation and collective esteem is positive. 
Finally, collective esteem is negatively related to emigration, a social mobility measure.

Method

Participants

In 2003, a total of 187 adults living in the capital of Mongolia, Ulaanbaatar, completed 
the questionnaire. Most participants (82.2%) were workers in different organizations. 
Questionnaires were also distributed to National University of Mongolia students who were 
over 22 years-old. Participants were met by a trained research assistant and filled out the 
questionnaire in her presence. The age of participants ranged from 23 to 71 years (M = 
38.27 years). In total, 36.1% of the respondents were men. Two participants did not 
specify their gender.

Questionnaire

The questionnaire, originally in English, was translated into Mongolian and then back 
into English. The first revision was made by a Mongolian graduate student and a history 
professor. A pretest with 15 students and a focus group was conducted to provide feedback. 
A revised version was prepared and edited by a Mongolian translator.

Number of social change. Participants were asked to evaluate the amount of change from 
1 = no change at all to 5 = everything changed in the 13 domains described in Study 1 
(Cronbach’s alpha = .89).

Valence of social change. Participants were asked to indicate the valence of each change 
from 1 = extremely positive to 5 = extremely negative (Cronbach’s alpha = .86).

Pace of social change. Participants were asked to evaluate the pace of each change from 
1 = extremely slow to 5 = extremely fast (Cronbach’s alpha = .87).

Social collective relative deprivation. Participants were asked to compare Mongolians to 
people living in developed countries in the domains identified in Study 1. Typical compari-
sons for Mongolians, as assessed in a focus group prior to the present study, are Westerners, 
their two closest neighbors (Russians, Chinese), as well as people from developed Asian 

338      Journal of Cross-Cultural Psychology

 at UNIVERSITE DE MONTREAL on April 24, 2009 http://jcc.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://jcc.sagepub.com


countries (Japan, South Korea). The item “work” was replaced by “poverty,” as suggested 
by the participants in the pretest and the focus group. Answers of 1 indicated much better 
and 5 indicated much worse (Cronbach’s alpha = .83).

Temporal collective relative deprivation. Participants were asked to compare their 
expected future situation (5 years ahead) to that of citizens of developed countries, in terms 
of the domains used for social collective relative deprivation. Answers of 1 indicated much 
better and 5 indicated much worse (Cronbach’s alpha = .86).

Collective esteem. In this scale, five items evaluated collective esteem. Examples of 
items are: “I am proud to be a Mongolian” and “I value being Mongolian.” Answers of 1 
indicated not at all and 5 indicated absolutely (Cronbach’s alpha = .75).

Social mobility. The first three items were derived from the work of Mummendey and 
her colleagues (Mummendey, Kessler, Klink, & Mielke, 1999). The six remaining items 
were adapted from Witt, Hilton, and Hochwarter (2001). All items were adapted to the 
Mongolian cultural context (e.g., “If I could, I would emigrate to another country where 
people are friendlier”). Answers of 1 indicated not at all and 5 indicated absolutely 
(Cronbach’s alpha = .89).

Results and Discussion

Preliminary and Regression Analyses

Preliminary analyses were conducted and showed that data were normally distributed 
(see Table 3). Seven participants were eliminated for lack of sufficient data. No significant 
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Table 3
Correlations Among Variable and Summary 
of Descriptive Statistics (Study 2, Mongolia)

	 1	 2	 3	 4	 5	 6	 7

  1.	 Number of social change	 —	 .37**	 .79**	 .08	 .03	 –.04	 –.09
  2.	 Valence of social change		  —	 .42**	 .28**	 .12	 –.06	 –.02
  3.	 Pace of social change			   —	 .04	 .10	 –.10	 –.12
  4.	 Social collective relative 				    —	 .47*	 .11	 .16* 
        deprivation
  5.	 Temporal collective 					     —	 –.08	 .22** 
        relative deprivation
  6.	 Collective esteem						      —	 –.30**
  7.	 Social mobility							       —
M		  2.88	 3.27	 2.87	 3.44	 3.09	 3.75	 2.69
SD		  .80	 .62	 .71	 .76	 .73	 .61	 .85
Skewness	 –.16	 –.61	 –.13	 –.30	 .35	 –.09	 –.05
Kurtosis	 –.42	 1.67	 –.20	 .32	 .15	 –.51	 –.52

*p < .05. **p < .01. (2-tailed)
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outliers were found. Then the effect of the interactions between number and pace of social 
change and valence on both types of relative deprivation was assessed via regressions using 
centered variables (Baron & Kenny, 1986; Cohen, Cohen, West, & Aiken, 2003). Analyses 
first showed that the perceived number of change alone was not associated with social col-
lective relative deprivation. It was only when the interaction between the valence and the 
number of social change was taken into consideration that the relation with social collective 
relative deprivation became significant. In short, similar results were obtained with a 
unique measure assuming an interaction between the valence and the number of social 
changes, as was done in the first study, or by evaluating these variables separately, as was 
done in this study. The more numerous and negative the social change, the stronger the 
feelings of social collective relative deprivation. The same pattern of results was obtained 
regarding pace of social change. When change is perceived to be negative and rapid, people 
feel frustrated when comparing their present situation to their estimated future conditions. 
Briefly, analyses supported the inclusion of the two interaction variables in the model (see 
Table 4 for results).
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Table 4
The Interactive Effects of the Number and the Rapidity 

of Social Change With Valence on Collective Relative 
Deprivation (Study 2, Mongolia)

	 Standardized 		  Degrees  
	 Coefficients	 t Values	 of Freedom

Number and Valence of Social Changea
First model			 
    Number of social change	 –.02	 – .19	 173
    Valence of social change	 .31	 3.97***	 173
Second model			 
    Number of social change	 –.05	 –.66	 172
    Valence of social change	 .34	 4.31***	 172
    Number of Social Change × 	 .15	 1.99*	 172 
        Valence of Social Change

Pace and valence of social changeb

    First model			 
        Pace of social change	 .06	 .68	 167
        Valence of social change	 .09	 1.09	 167
    Second model			 
        Pace of social change	 .00	 .05	 166
        Valence of social change	 .16	 1.80	 166
        Pace of Social Change × 	 .25	 3.18**	 166 
            Valence of Social Change

a. Dependent variable: Social collective relative deprivation. First model: R² = .09, F(2,173) = 8.99, p < .001. 
Second Model: R² = .12, F(3,172) = 7.42, p < .001.
b. Dependant variable: Temporal collective relative deprivation. First model: R² = .02, F(2,167) = 1.48, p = .23. 
Second Model: R² = .07, F(3,166) = 4.40, p < .01.
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.
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Evaluation of the Model

The postulated model tested via path analyses was considered inadequate, χ2(9, N = 180) = 
64.86, p < .001, CFI = .86, SRMR = .12. Modification indices suggested improving the 
model by adding a correlation between residuals of the two types of relative deprivation. 
Such a correlation has been added in previous studies, as it was deemed logically and 
theoretically acceptable to link two types of relative deprivation (Beaton & Tougas, 1997). 
Analyses indicated that the modified model was adequate, χ2(8, N = 180) = 21.35, p = .006, 
CFI = .96, SRMR = .07. Modifications made to the initial model were significant, ∆χ2(1) = 
43.51, p < .001.5

The final solution, reproduced in Figure 2, shows that social change in Mongolia yielded 
a pattern of answers similar to those in Study 1. Indeed, Mongolians, as did Russians, 
reported higher feelings of social collective relative deprivation as the number of perceived 
negative social change increased. In terms of pace of social change, this study provided 
more information, as the valence was taken into consideration. It was shown that the more 
negative and rapid social change was perceived, the more participants expressed feelings of 
temporal collective relative deprivation. Congruent with the model of Study 1, temporal 
collective relative deprivation resulted in lowered collective esteem. It could be concluded 
that whether temporal collective relative deprivation is based on intra-group or inter-group 
comparisons, collective esteem suffers if the conditions of the in-group are expected to 
worsen over time.

As expected, the outcome of invidious social comparisons is contrary to the final model 
of Study 1 tested among Russians. Indeed, as suggested by the main assumption of Relative 
Deprivation Theory and research attesting to the sensitivity of collective esteem to the in-
group status (Ellemers et al., 1999), the path from social collective relative deprivation to 
collective esteem was positive. The contrasting associations between these two concepts 
among Russians and Mongolians reflect the losses of the former and the gains of the latter 
in terms of group status. Findings suggest that the status of Mongolia allowed participants 
to be proud of their in-group, even if, to their dissatisfaction, their job security and health 
and justice systems are not actually on a par with other countries. For example, reporting 
being poorer than others (social comparisons) while at the same time being well perceived 
internationally makes Mongolians feel proud. However, if expectations for the future are 
bleak (temporal comparisons), their collective esteem is negatively affected, as it is the case 
with the Russians.

The present study also confirms the pivotal role of collective esteem in the adoption of 
coping strategies. Depleted collective esteem was related to social mobility and, more spe-
cifically, to favorable attitudes toward emigration. These results are congruent with previ-
ous research demonstrating that social identity is negatively related to social mobility (e.g., 
Mummendey et al., 1999). This finding is especially important, as it confirms the link 
between threat to group identity and individual responses. In short, our final model shows 
that when collective esteem is threatened, people are inclined to consider leaving their 
country. Losing citizens, and often the most entrepreneurial, in times of reconstruction can 
have a tremendous impact on emerging countries. This could also be a negative personal 
experience for those denied the possibility of fulfilling their dream of leaving their country 
as Western countries are gradually closing their doors to newcomers.
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General Discussion

When social change occurs, individuals or groups have no other choice but to adapt. The 
disequilibrium created by numerous and fast-paced social change challenges the adaptation 
capabilities of group members. The studies presented evaluated the outcomes of profound, 
imposed, socio-cultural change by drawing on research in sociology, in the conceptualiza-
tion of social change, and in social psychology by exploring the role of both Relative 
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Figure 2
Final Model of Relations Between Social Change, Collective Relative Deprivation, 

Collective Esteem, and Social Mobility (Study 2, Mongolia)
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Deprivation Theory and Social Identity Theory. These two theories were thus integrated 
and tested in two different cultural contexts of dramatic social change.

Relative deprivation and social identity theory were shown to be relevant to the study of 
the reactions to profound social change. Feelings of collective relative deprivation were felt 
when social change was perceived to be numerous, rapid, and taking a downward turn. The 
link between social identity theory and relative deprivation, proposed in the 1970s (Billig, 
1976), was taken a step further by evaluating the relation between two types of relative 
deprivation (i.e., social and temporal) and collective esteem. It was shown that collective 
esteem can be affected differently by social and temporal collective relative deprivation. As 
predicted, the studies reveal that collective esteem suffers from negative temporal compari-
sons. Moreover, different patterns of findings emerged in terms of the link between social 
collective relative deprivation and collective esteem: Whereas this link was negative among 
Russians, it was positive among Mongolians.

The cultural context hypothesis presented in this article suggests paying more attention 
to the trajectory of the group status when people are confronted with major social change. 
According to Grofman and Muller (1973), and in line with the J-curve rising expectation 
model developed by Davies (1962), feelings regarding one’s group are affected by its status 
variations across time. For instance, if the status of the in-group has lowered, as was the 
case in Russia, feelings regarding one’s group can be quite different from those whose 
group status has been rising, as was the case in Mongolia.

From a cross-cultural point of view, these differential results do inform us about differ-
ences in terms of Russian and Mongolian culture. As Taylor (2002) wrote, “Culture arises 
when members of a group come to share the same values, attitudes, beliefs, and behavioral 
patterns” (p. 44). Consequently, in a context of social change, people’s perceptions about 
the trajectory of their group status constitute a pivotal part of their culture as they become 
shared beliefs about the cultural group.

Assessing people’s perceptions of the trajectory of their in-group as well as of the actual 
group status could expand our understanding of the impact of the cultural context in the 
relation between social collective relative deprivation and collective esteem. Similarly, it 
has been found that it is essential to take into account the group’s entire status trajectory 
when assessing the impact of relative deprivation on collective esteem (de la Sablonnière 
et al., in press). However, the short-term and long-term effects of social change have not 
been considered in terms of the relation between collective relative deprivation and collec-
tive esteem. Understanding the extent to which feelings of threat produce temporary or 
permanent damage to collective esteem is important in the present context.

These two studies provide a general framework suitable for evaluating the impact of pro-
found social changes on individuals. In line with Moghaddam (2002), our research underscores 
the importance of moving toward a theory that integrates group and personal considerations. 
The present studies show that group issues matter in the reactions of people to profound societal 
change. Individuals from two different cultures have been shown to react to social change by 
expressing concerns about their actual and future group conditions.

Moreover, the study conducted in Mongolia goes further by considering the dilemma 
faced by citizens of countries deeply transformed as a result of major restructures: fight for 
one’s country or flee. Indeed, we found that in the context of dramatic social change, one 
can easily be tempted to favor fleeing strategies. Flight is a common reaction in countries 
deeply affected by social restructuring as the “brain drain” is considered the most serious 
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problem facing countries of the former communist regime (Simanovsky, Strepetova, & 
Naido, 1996). More research is needed, however, to examine under which conditions one 
type of strategy would be favored over the other. Social Identity Theory (Tajfel & Turner, 
1986) has proposed that perceived group characteristics such as permeability and stability 
can influence the chosen strategies. However, more research that combines both the per-
ceived and actual exit rate is needed in different cross-cultural social change settings where 
the possibility of social mobility varies greatly. In the present research, we found that 
despite the fact that Mongolians have a low actual exit rate (The World Factbook, 2007), 
social mobility is seen as an option for people with low collective esteem.

It is most likely that other factors such as the strength of identification with the national 
group as well as its perceived importance for the self play an important role in people’s 
reactions to social change. For instance, it would be interesting to know whether the cogni-
tive component of social identity (in-group identification) acts as a predictor or as a conse-
quence of collective relative deprivation.

Numerous and fast-paced societal changes could have outcomes that go beyond the 
individual level. Considering leaving one’s country is an individual coping strategy that can 
undoubtedly have an impact on societies in the process of reconstruction. If social change 
is integral to our lives and is often requested by citizens, it is nonetheless difficult to imple-
ment without triggering resistance and negative reactions. The two studies included in this 
article highlight some difficulties engendered by a “too many, too fast” approach. Positive 
aspects of such a strategy could also be evaluated. This seems important, seeing that current 
political and economical conjunctures dictate fast and numerous transformations.

To date, little is known about how people adapt in the short term or long term to major 
social changes. And yet events such as September 11th, terrorist threats, recent wars, and 
major natural disasters epitomize the need for such information. As Tajfel (1972) has 
argued: “Ideally, the central issue of social psychology should be the study of psychological 
processes accompanying, determining, and determined by social change” (p. 4).

Notes

1. Even if the situation in Mongolia has been qualified as promising (Boone, Tarvaa, Tsend, Tsendjav, & 
Unenburen, 1997) and Mongolians have benefited from social reforms, low standard of living and economic 
insecurity are nevertheless still a part and parcel of their daily life (Griffin, 2003). In fact, 36.1% of the popula-
tion is living under the poverty line (The World Factbook, 2007), but it is important to note that poverty has 
always been a problem in Mongolia, even before the arrival of the communist regime (Nyamsuren, 1999).

2. This item was reverse-coded.
3. Confirmatory factor analysis performed for both the number, χ2(61, N = 423) = 132.81, p < .001, CFI = .94, 

SRMR = .05; and the pace scales, S-Bχ2(61, N = 423) = 98.17, p = .045, CFI = .98, SRMR = .04; yielded 
adequate results.

4. A bootstrap technique (N = 1,000) was performed with the Amos statistical package (Arbuckle, 1999). 
This analysis confirmed the stability and generalizability of the links included in the final model. In addition, 
an alternative model, in which the causal order of variables was inversed, was evaluated and revealed worse fits 
than our final model, χ2(84, N = 423) = 333.73, p < .001, CFI = .89, SRMR = .09.

5. In view of the limited number of participants, a bootstrap technique was conducted (N = 1,000), and 
results showed that the links included in the model were stable and generalizable.
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