
relative deprivation psychology
relative deprivation psychology is a fascinating field that explores the feelings of discontent and
resentment individuals experience when they perceive themselves as being worse off compared to
others. This psychological phenomenon can manifest in various aspects of life, including
socioeconomic status, social relationships, and personal achievements. In this article, we will delve
into the concept of relative deprivation psychology, its historical background, key theories, real-world
applications, and its impact on individual and societal behavior. We will also examine how relative
deprivation can influence mental health, social dynamics, and even political movements. By the end,
you'll have a comprehensive understanding of this intricate psychological concept and its
implications.
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Understanding Relative Deprivation
Relative deprivation psychology is based on the idea that individuals assess their well-being in
comparison to others. This comparison can lead to feelings of inadequacy and dissatisfaction when
individuals perceive that they are not receiving the same level of resources, recognition, or
opportunities as those around them. The core of this concept lies in social comparison theory, which
posits that people have an innate drive to evaluate themselves in relation to others.

Relative deprivation can be understood through several dimensions, including economic, social, and
subjective experiences. For instance, someone may feel economically deprived if they earn less than
their peers, regardless of their absolute income level. Alternatively, social relative deprivation can
arise from perceived inequalities in social status, relationships, or community standing.

This psychological state is not merely about material possessions; it also encompasses emotional and
psychological factors. Individuals who perceive themselves as deprived may experience feelings of
envy, frustration, or anger, which can affect their overall mental health and relationships with others.



Historical Background
The concept of relative deprivation has its roots in social psychology and sociology. The term was first
introduced by sociologist Samuel Stouffer in the 1940s during his research on soldiers' morale during
World War II. Stouffer observed that soldiers evaluated their situations in relation to their peers,
leading to feelings of satisfaction or dissatisfaction based on relative comparisons rather than
absolute conditions.

Since then, relative deprivation has been studied across various fields, including economics, politics,
and psychology. Researchers like Peter Runciman and James Davies expanded upon Stouffer's work,
examining how relative deprivation influences social movements and collective behavior. The
evolution of this concept has underscored its relevance in understanding societal dynamics and
individual psychology.

Theoretical Frameworks
Several key theories underpin relative deprivation psychology, each offering unique insights into how
and why individuals experience feelings of deprivation.

Social Comparison Theory
Social comparison theory, proposed by Leon Festinger in the 1950s, emphasizes the role of social
comparisons in shaping self-esteem and emotional well-being. According to this theory, individuals
seek to evaluate their abilities and opinions by comparing themselves to others. When these
comparisons yield unfavorable outcomes, feelings of relative deprivation can emerge, leading to
negative emotions and behaviors.

Expectancy-Value Theory
This theory posits that individuals evaluate their situations based on their expectations and the
perceived value of those outcomes. If a person's expectations for success or happiness are not met,
they may feel deprived relative to others who seem to achieve their goals. This feeling can drive
individuals to take action, whether through self-improvement or social activism.

Equity Theory
Equity theory focuses on the balance between inputs and outcomes in relationships and social
exchanges. When individuals perceive an imbalance—whether in work, relationships, or social
standing—they may experience feelings of injustice and deprivation. This perception can lead to
attempts to restore equity, either by changing their own inputs or by addressing perceived
inequalities in their environment.



Applications in Everyday Life
Relative deprivation psychology has practical implications across various aspects of life.
Understanding how this concept operates can help individuals navigate their emotions and social
interactions more effectively.

Workplace Dynamics
In the workplace, feelings of relative deprivation can arise when employees compare their salaries,
promotions, or recognition with those of their colleagues. This can lead to decreased job satisfaction,
lower morale, and even increased turnover rates. Organizations can mitigate these feelings by
fostering transparent communication and equitable practices to ensure all employees feel valued and
recognized.

Consumer Behavior
Relative deprivation also plays a significant role in consumer behavior. Individuals often compare
their possessions and lifestyles with those of their peers, leading to feelings of inadequacy when they
perceive themselves as lacking. This can drive consumer spending as individuals seek to "keep up"
with others, sometimes leading to financial strain.

Social Media Influence
In the age of social media, relative deprivation has taken on new dimensions. Users frequently
compare their lives to curated representations of others, which can exacerbate feelings of inadequacy
and dissatisfaction. Understanding this influence is crucial for mental health, as it can inform
strategies to mitigate the negative impacts of social media on self-esteem and well-being.

Impact on Mental Health
The psychological effects of relative deprivation can be profound and far-reaching. Individuals who
perceive themselves as deprived may experience a range of mental health issues, including anxiety,
depression, and low self-esteem.

Emotional Consequences
Feelings of relative deprivation can trigger a range of negative emotions. Individuals may experience
anger, frustration, or hopelessness when they believe their circumstances are unfair compared to
others. These emotions can lead to maladaptive coping strategies, such as withdrawal from social
interactions or engaging in unhealthy behaviors.



Long-term Psychological Effects
Chronic feelings of relative deprivation can have long-term implications for mental health. Studies
indicate that individuals who consistently feel deprived are at a higher risk for developing anxiety
disorders and depression. This underscores the importance of addressing these feelings, whether
through therapy, social support, or community engagement.

Social and Political Implications
Relative deprivation does not only affect individuals; it can also shape social and political landscapes.
The perception of deprivation among groups can lead to collective action and social movements.

Social Movements
Historically, feelings of relative deprivation have been catalysts for social change. Groups that
perceive themselves as disadvantaged compared to others may mobilize to advocate for their rights
and seek equality. This phenomenon can be observed in various movements, from labor rights to civil
rights, where collective feelings of deprivation drive individuals to unite for a common cause.

Political Behavior
Relative deprivation can also influence political behavior. Individuals who feel deprived may become
more politically active, seeking reforms or changes that address their grievances. This can manifest in
voting patterns, activism, and support for policies aimed at reducing inequality. Understanding these
dynamics is essential for policymakers aiming to address the needs and concerns of disenfranchised
populations.

Conclusion
Relative deprivation psychology offers critical insights into human behavior, emotions, and societal
dynamics. By understanding the mechanisms and implications of feeling deprived, individuals and
organizations can foster healthier environments and relationships. Whether in the workplace, social
interactions, or political landscapes, addressing the feelings of relative deprivation can lead to
improved mental health, enhanced social cohesion, and a more equitable society.

Q: What is relative deprivation psychology?
A: Relative deprivation psychology refers to the feelings of discontent and resentment individuals
experience when they perceive themselves as worse off in comparison to others. This psychological
state is influenced by social comparisons and can impact mental health and social behavior.



Q: How does relative deprivation affect mental health?
A: Relative deprivation can lead to negative emotions such as anger, frustration, and hopelessness,
which in turn can result in mental health issues like anxiety and depression. Chronic feelings of
deprivation increase the risk of these conditions.

Q: What role does social media play in relative deprivation?
A: Social media exacerbates feelings of relative deprivation by allowing users to compare their lives
with curated representations of others. This constant comparison can lead to decreased self-esteem
and increased dissatisfaction.

Q: How can organizations reduce feelings of relative
deprivation among employees?
A: Organizations can reduce feelings of relative deprivation by promoting transparency, equitable
practices, and recognizing employee contributions. Creating a supportive work environment helps
individuals feel valued and reduces negative comparisons.

Q: Can relative deprivation lead to social movements?
A: Yes, feelings of relative deprivation among groups can mobilize collective action and lead to social
movements. When groups perceive themselves as disadvantaged, they may unite to advocate for
their rights and seek equality.

Q: What are some examples of relative deprivation in
everyday life?
A: Examples of relative deprivation include an employee feeling underpaid compared to colleagues, a
consumer feeling inadequate due to peer comparisons, or individuals feeling marginalized in their
communities.

Q: Is relative deprivation only about material possessions?
A: No, relative deprivation encompasses more than just material possessions. It includes social status,
relationships, and emotional well-being, as individuals compare various aspects of their lives to those
of others.

Q: How does expectancy-value theory relate to relative
deprivation?
A: Expectancy-value theory suggests that individuals evaluate their situations based on their



expectations and the perceived value of outcomes. When expectations are unmet, feelings of relative
deprivation can arise, influencing behavior and motivation.

Q: What can individuals do to cope with feelings of relative
deprivation?
A: Individuals can cope with feelings of relative deprivation by focusing on personal accomplishments,
practicing gratitude, seeking social support, and engaging in open discussions about their feelings
with trusted friends or professionals.

Q: Why is understanding relative deprivation important for
policymakers?
A: Understanding relative deprivation is crucial for policymakers as it helps identify the needs and
concerns of disenfranchised populations. Addressing feelings of deprivation can lead to more effective
policies and social programs aimed at reducing inequality.
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