relative deprivation ap psychology
definition

relative deprivation ap psychology definition is a crucial concept in the
field of psychology, particularly within the realm of social psychology. It
refers to the perceived discrepancy between one's actual situation and the
situation of others, often leading to feelings of discontent and frustration.
This phenomenon is essential for understanding various social behaviors,
motivations, and even mental health issues. In this comprehensive article, we
will explore the definition of relative deprivation in AP Psychology, its
historical background, the psychological theories related to it, and its
implications in real-world scenarios. We will also examine how relative
deprivation can influence behavior, social dynamics, and mental health,
providing a well-rounded understanding of the concept.
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Understanding Relative Deprivation

To grasp the concept of relative deprivation, it's important to first define
it clearly. Relative deprivation is the perception that one is worse off
compared to others in a specific context. This feeling can arise from
comparing oneself to peers, neighbors, or societal benchmarks. For instance,
if an individual feels they are earning less than their colleagues, despite
being satisfied with their job, they may experience relative deprivation.
This can lead to a range of emotional responses, including envy, anger, or
dissatisfaction.

Relative deprivation is not just about objective measures of wealth or
success; it is largely subjective. It hinges on personal perceptions and
social comparisons. The process of social comparison plays a fundamental role
in how individuals assess their own circumstances against those of others.
This perception can vary significantly based on the reference group one
chooses to compare themselves to, whether it be family, friends, or societal
standards.

The Role of Social Comparison

Social comparison theory, proposed by Leon Festinger in 1954, is integral to
understanding relative deprivation. Festinger suggested that individuals have



an innate drive to evaluate themselves, which often leads to comparisons with
others. These comparisons can be upward (comparing oneself to someone
perceived as better off) or downward (comparing oneself to those perceived as
worse off).

When individuals engage in upward comparisons, they may experience feelings
of inadequacy and dissatisfaction, heightening the sense of relative
deprivation. Conversely, downward comparisons can lead to feelings of
superiority and contentment. This dynamic highlights the subjective nature of
relative deprivation—it is shaped by the comparisons individuals make and the
social context in which they find themselves.

Historical Background

The concept of relative deprivation has roots in sociology and psychology,
gaining prominence in the mid-20th century. One of the earliest references
comes from the work of sociologist Samuel Stouffer during World War II.
Stouffer studied the morale of soldiers and found that their satisfaction was
closely linked to their perceived standing relative to their peers, rather
than their absolute conditions.

Following Stouffer, theorists like Runcie and Gurr expanded on the idea,
applying it to movements for social change and political unrest. Gurr's work
in "Why Men Rebel" (1970) emphasized that perceived deprivation can lead to
collective violence and social upheaval, linking feelings of relative
deprivation to broader social movements and political actions.

Key Research Studies

Numerous studies have examined relative deprivation across various contexts.
For example, in the 1970s, researchers like Walker and Mann explored the
impact of relative deprivation on crime rates, finding that communities
experiencing high levels of perceived inequality often had higher crime
rates. This suggests that relative deprivation can create social tensions
that manifest in aggressive behaviors.

Moreover, studies have shown that individuals who perceive themselves as
being deprived relative to their peers are more likely to engage in behaviors
aimed at achieving social equality or justice. This highlights how relative
deprivation not only affects individual psychology but also influences social
dynamics and group behavior.

Theoretical Frameworks

Understanding relative deprivation requires diving into various psychological
and sociological theories that explain how and why individuals feel deprived
compared to others. Several frameworks help elucidate this complex
phenomenon.



Frustration—-Aggression Hypothesis

The frustration-aggression hypothesis posits that frustration often leads to
aggression. In the context of relative deprivation, when individuals feel
deprived relative to others, this frustration can manifest as aggressive
behavior. For example, if someone feels overlooked in a workplace due to
favoritism, they may express their frustrations through hostility or
withdrawal.

Equity Theory

Equity theory, developed by John Stacey Adams, argues that individuals seek
to maintain a balance between their inputs (efforts, contributions) and
outputs (rewards, benefits). When individuals perceive an imbalance—such as
working harder than others without receiving equivalent rewards—they may
experience relative deprivation. This perception can lead to dissatisfaction
and a desire to restore equity, either by increasing efforts or seeking
compensation.

Social Identity Theory

Social identity theory, proposed by Henri Tajfel, emphasizes the role of
group membership in shaping self-esteem and perceptions of deprivation.
According to this theory, individuals derive part of their self-concept from
their group memberships. If an individual feels that their group is
disadvantaged compared to another group, they may experience relative
deprivation, which can lead to in-group solidarity or hostility towards the
out—group.

Real-World Implications

The implications of relative deprivation extend into various domains,
including economic conditions, social movements, and mental health.
Understanding these implications is essential for both individuals and
policymakers.

Economic Disparities

In today's society, economic disparities are a significant source of relative
deprivation. For example, in communities with stark wealth gaps, individuals
may feel increasingly deprived compared to their wealthier neighbors. This
perception can lead to social unrest and demands for social justice and
equity. Economic policies aimed at reducing inequality can help alleviate
feelings of relative deprivation in affected populations.

Social Movements and Collective Action

Relative deprivation has been a driving factor behind numerous social
movements. Groups that perceive themselves as disadvantaged often mobilize to
demand change. The civil rights movement in the United States, for example,
was fueled by feelings of relative deprivation among African Americans



compared to their white counterparts. Understanding this dynamic can help in
designing effective strategies for social change and advocacy.

Relative Deprivation and Mental Health

The psychological impacts of relative deprivation are profound, influencing
mental health and well-being. Individuals who consistently feel deprived
compared to others may experience a range of mental health issues, including
anxiety, depression, and low self-esteem.

Impact on Self-Esteem

Feeling deprived relative to others can severely undermine an individual’s
self-esteem. When people constantly compare themselves to those they perceive
as better off, they may internalize feelings of inadequacy. This can lead to
a cycle of negative self-evaluation and diminished self-worth, impacting
overall mental health.

Strategies for Coping

Recognizing feelings of relative deprivation is the first step in addressing
their impact. Here are some strategies for coping:

e Practice gratitude by focusing on personal achievements and positive
aspects of life.

e Limit social comparisons, especially on social media platforms where
curated images can distort reality.

e Engage in community activities that promote inclusivity and support.

e Seek professional guidance if feelings of deprivation lead to
significant distress.

Conclusion

Understanding the relative deprivation AP psychology definition is crucial
for grasping how individuals perceive their status in society and how these
perceptions influence behavior and mental health. The concept weaves through
various psychological theories and real-world implications, highlighting the
importance of social comparisons in shaping our self-concept and emotional
state. By addressing relative deprivation, both individuals and society at
large can work towards fostering a more equitable environment that promotes
well-being and reduces feelings of discontent.

Q: What is relative deprivation in psychology?

A: Relative deprivation in psychology refers to the perception that one is
worse off compared to others, leading to feelings of discontent and



frustration.

Q: How does relative deprivation affect mental
health?

A: Relative deprivation can negatively impact mental health by contributing
to feelings of inadequacy, anxiety, and depression, as individuals may
constantly feel dissatisfied with their circumstances.

Q: Who first introduced the concept of relative
deprivation?
A: The concept of relative deprivation was popularized by sociologist Samuel

Stouffer during World War II, who studied soldiers' morale and their
perceptions of fairness in comparison to others.

Q: What role does social comparison play in relative
deprivation?
A: Social comparison plays a pivotal role in relative deprivation, as

individuals assess their situation against others, influencing their feelings
of satisfaction or dissatisfaction based on perceived disparities.

Q: Can relative deprivation lead to social movements?

A: Yes, relative deprivation can stimulate social movements, as groups that
feel disadvantaged often mobilize to demand change and seek social justice.

Q: What are some strategies to cope with feelings of
relative deprivation?
A: Strategies include practicing gratitude, limiting social comparisons,

engaging in community activities, and seeking professional help if feelings
of deprivation become overwhelming.

Q: How is relative deprivation measured in research?

A: Relative deprivation is often measured through surveys that assess
individuals' perceptions of their status compared to others, alongside
objective indicators of socioeconomic conditions.

Q: Is relative deprivation a temporary feeling?

A: Relative deprivation can be both temporary and chronic, depending on
individual perceptions and changing social conditions; circumstances can
influence how long these feelings persist.



Q: How can policymakers address issues of relative
deprivation?
A: Policymakers can address relative deprivation by implementing policies

aimed at reducing economic inequality, promoting social equity, and fostering
community support systems.

Q: What is the difference between relative
deprivation and absolute deprivation?

A: Relative deprivation refers to feelings of being worse off compared to
others, while absolute deprivation involves a lack of basic needs and
resources regardless of others' circumstances.
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