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Abstract 

Salient self-identities and their impact upon feelings of relative deprivation ( R D )  and 
subsequent action intentions were examined. Eight experimental conditions (Personal/ 
Group Salience x LargeKmall Intragroup Inequalities x Large/Small Intergroup 
Inequalities) were created utilizing a role-play design. Significant main efects for  both 
salience and social inequalities were found to influence both R D  and action intentions. 
In accordance with self-categorization theory, when group compared to personal identi- 
ties were made salient, stronger feelings of group R D  andgreater likelihood of collective 
action intentions were reported. Alternatively, when personal compared to group identi- 
ties were made salient, greater likelihood of individual actions were reported. In accord- 
ance with relative deprivation theory, when intergroup inequalities were large compared 
to small, stronger feelings of group RD and less likelihood of collective action were 
reported. Alternatively, when intragroup inequalities were large compared to small, 
stronger feelings ofpersonal R D  were reported. 

THE ROLE OF SALIENT SELF-IDENTITIES IN RELATIVE 
DEPRIVATION 

Social scientists have long been aware of the importance of social comparisons (Ber- 
kowitz, 1986; Taylor and Moghaddam, 1987). People not only judge their status 
and outcomes according to the objective situation but also according to the situation 
of relevant others. A family of social evaluation theories (Pettigrew, 1967) includes 
the theory of social comparison (Festinger, 1954), reference group theory (Hyman, 
1960; Merton and Rossi, 1968), equity theory (Homans, 1961; Walster, Walster and 
Berscheid, 1978), and relative deprivation theory (Runciman, 1966; Stouffer, Such- 
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man, DeVinney, Star and Williams, 1949). Important additions to this family of 
theories since 1967 are social identity theory (Tajfel and Turner, 1979) and self- 
categorization theory (Abrams and Hogg, 1990; Turner, Hogg, Oakes, Reicher and 
Wetherell, 1987), both of which highlight the importance of self-concept to social 
comparison (Tougas and Veilleux, 1988; Walker and Pettigrew, 1984). 

The focus of this paper is upon self-categorization theory (hereafter referred to 
as SCT) and relative deprivation theory (hereafter referred to as RD theory). 
Although many of the concepts in SCT and RD theory are closely related (Tajfel, 
1981; Taylor and Moghaddam, 1987), with the notable exception of a few researchers 
(Dion, 1986; Dube and Guimond, 1986; Kawakami and Dion, 1992; Smith, 1991; 
Tougas and Veilleux, 1988; Walker and Pettigrew, 1984), little integrative work com- 
bining the unique facets of each theory has been done. Here we examine the contribu- 
tion made by the concept of salience derived from SCT to the concept of social 
inequalities derived from RD theory. 

Relative deprivation (RD) theory 

RD theory examines the relationship between unfavourable outcomes from social 
comparisons and subsequent emotions and behaviours (Pettigrew, 1967; Runciman, 
1966; Stouffer et al., 1949). The importance of the intragroup versus intergroup 
distinction to feelings of RD and social action has been demonstrated in a wide 
variety of studies (Abeles, 1976; Dion, 1986; Dube and Guimond, 1986; Martin, 
1982, 1986; Martin, Brickman and Murray, 1984; Taylor and Dube, 1986; Tougas 
and Veilleux, 1988, Vanneman and Pettigrew, 1972). 

Runciman (1966) proposed two types of RD related to this distinction - personal 
(also known as ‘egoistical’) and group (also known as ‘fraternal’). Personal RD 
concerns feelings of discontent related to one’s own position relative to other members 
within a group. People who feel deprived as individuals are likely to feel more socially 
isolated and personally stressed. They are also more likely to prefer individually 
oriented strategies to achieve change (Walker and Pettigrew, 1984; Smith, 1991; 
Walker and Mann, 1987). Group RD concerns feelings of discontent related to one’s 
ingroup status compared to other relevant comparison groups in society. People 
who believe their membership group is relatively deprived are more likely to partici- 
pate in social movements and actively attempt to change the social system using 
group strategies (Guimond and DubC-Simard, 1983; Martin and Murray, 1983; 
Walker and Pettigrew, 1984; Dion, 1986). 

Self-categorization theory (SCT) 

SCT examines the interaction between the intragroup and intergroup levels of analysis 
and provides a theoretical link between personal and group identity (Grant, 1990; 
Turner et al., 1987). According to SCT, social self-perceptions can be perceived 
as a continuum ranging from perception of self as an individual to perception of 
self as an ingroup member. A person’s self-categorization at any given moment 
depends on the salience of personal or group identity in the social situation. Salience 
refers to the conditions under which one or the other type of identity becomes cogniti- 
vely emphasized to act as the immediate influence on perception and behaviour 
(Brown and Turner, 1981; Reid and Sumiga, 1984; Turner et al., 1987). To the 
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extent that distinct levels of self-identities become salient, intragroup and intergroup 
comparisons may also become differentially emphasized. Salience of personal identity 
leads to perceptual accentuation of differences between one’s self and the ingroup 
and consistencies within one’s self. When our personal identity is salient, we, there- 
fore, act and think as individuals (Hogg and Abrams, 1990). Salience of group cate- 
gorization, by contrast, leads to perceptual accentuation of similarities between 
oneself and the ingroup and differences between the ingroup and an outgroup. Hence 
when group identity is salient, we act and think as group members. 

Variations in the salience of personal versus group self-categorizations can have 
marked effects on attitudes and behaviour (Oakes and Turner, 1986; Oakes, Turner 
and Haslam, 1991; Turner et al., 1987). However, the specific conditions under which 
personal or group self-identities become salient and the interrelationship between 
these determinants remains unclear (Hogg and Abrams, 1990; Hogg and McGarty, 
1990). A number of factors have, nevertheless, been proposed to be important to 
the accentuation of specific self-concepts (Brown and Turner, 1981; Dion Earn and 
Yee, 1978; Fiske and Taylor, 1984; Hogg and Turner, 1987; Oakes and Turner, 
1986; Turner et al., 1987; Zander, Stotland and Wolfe, 1960). For example, some 
factors which influence the salience of group identity are: (a) When goals or task 
orientations are group-related, (b) when groups are accentuated and social entitativity 
is enhanced, (c) when separation and clarity between groups are accentuated so 
that the perceived similarity and differences between individuals are correlated with 
division into group membership, (d) in intergroup competition and conflict situations, 
(e) when explicit references to group identity are made, and/or (f) when group mem- 
bership is cognitively accessible. 

Salient self-identities, relative deprivation, and action intentions 

Relating the salience concept from SCT to RD theory enriches the latter by linking 
specific self-identities to the distinction between the levels of social comparison (i.e. 
intragroup versus intergroup). The relevance of salience to RD theory is quite 
straightforward, the type of RD one experiences depends on the level of the self 
compared. Salient personal self-identities direct our focus to intragroup comparisons 
rather than intergroup comparisons and therefore affect our feelings of personal 
RD. Salient group self-identities, on the other hand, direct our focus toward inter- 
group comparisons rather than intragroup comparisons and therefore influence our 
feelings of group RD. 

Salient self-identities are proposed in this paper to have a similar effect on action 
intentions. Salient personal self-identities influence individual action intentions 
because of a focus on intragroup comparisons. Salient group self-identities influence 
collective action intentions, alternatively, because of a focus on intergroup compari- 
sons. 

Additionally, the relationship between RD and action intentions was examined 
in this study. According to RD theory, people who feel the most deprived are generally 
not those who are objectively the most destitute (Runciman, 1966; Martin, 1986). 
Feelings of relative rather than absolute deprivation are expected to be more directly 
related to action intentions. 

The aim of the current study was to vary experimentally salient self-identities 
and the outcomes of intragroup and intergroup inequalities and examine their effects 
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on feelings of R D  and subsequent action intentions. In accordance with past experi- 
mental RD research, a role-play design was used (Martin, 1982, 1986; Martin et 
a/ . ,  1984). This method enables the experimenter to manipulate factors normally 
beyond experimental control (i.e. social inequalities) and to study feelings of injustice, 
while not transgressing ethical boundaries. A classroom context was chosen in the 
scenario to allow the undergraduate subjects to identify easily with the stimulus 
situation (Kawakami and Dion, 1992). 

Salience was varied in the scenarios by accentuating the characteristics of the 
student (personal salience) or the student’s tutorial group (group salience). Individual 
student’s and tutorial group’s grades in the scenario were manipulated so as to 
result in perceptions of large versus small intragroup and intergroup inequalities, 
respectively. Reported feelings of RD were measured using satisfaction and perceived 
fairness scales. Reported likelihood of action was measured using a behavioural 
intention scale. 

As reviewed above, the specific self-identity made salient was expected to interact 
with magnitude of social inequalities to influence feelings of RD and action intentions. 
Specifically, subjects whose personal identities were salient were expected to report 
stronger feelings of personal RD and endorse more individual actions when large 
intragroup inequalities existed than when large intergroup inequalities existed. Alter- 
natively, subjects whose group identities were salient were expected to report stronger 
feelings of group RD and endorse more collective actions when large intergroup 
inequalities existed than when large intragroup inequalities existed. Furthermore, 
RD theory predicts that personal RD would be positively correlated with individual 
action intentions, and that group RD would be positively correlated with collective 
action intentions. 

METHOD 

Subjects and procedure 

The sample consisted of 95 female and 18 male introductory psychology students 
who participated in the experiment to fulfil course requirements. In each session, 
approximately five subjects were randomly assigned to the different experimental 
conditions. Subjects were given a one-page scenario concerning a hypothetical student 
enrolled in a psychology class. The class in the scenario was described as being 
separated into two tutorial groups: A and B. All subjects in the study were placed 
in group A. The apparent purpose of these work groups was to allow students 
to review the study material and to work on assignments together. The scenario 
focused on either the student’s personal or group self and described the size of 
the intragroup and intergroup inequalities with regards to the student’s grade. 

Subjects were asked to try to identify with the student described and to imagine 
themselves in the student’s position. To check their understanding of assigned roles, 
subjects completed a set of comprehension questions, then stopped and awaited 
further instructions. The experimenter at this time reviewed their answers individu- 
ally. If the items relating to the specific experimental condition were answered cor- 
rectly, the subjects proceeded with the rest of the questionnaire. If the subjects failed 
to respond correctly to the pertinent questions, they were asked to reread carefully 



Salient seu- iden tities 529 

the scenario and to answer the questions once more. Subsequently, with correct 
answers, they were allowed to complete the questionnaire. 

Independent variables 

The effects of three independent variables on RD and likelihood of behaviour were 
examined in a 2 X 2  X 2  between-subjects factorial design. The magnitude of intragroup 
inequalities (large versus small differences within tutorial groups), the magnitude 
of intergroup inequalities (large versus small differences between tutorial groups), 
and salience of identity (personal versus group) were experimentally manipulated 
in the scenario to result in eight experimental conditions. 

Zntragroup and intergroup comparisons 

Utilizing a method similar to Martin (1982, 1986; Martin et al., 1984), the perception 
of large versus small intragroup inequalities was manipulated by describing the stu- 
dent’s grade in the situation as being either slightly lower or a great deal lower 
than the average in their tutorial group A. The perception of large versus small 
intergroup inequalities was manipulated in the scenario by describing the average 
grade of the student’s group A as being either slightly lower or a great deal lower 
than the average grade of group B. 

Salience 

As previously reviewed, a number of factors can influence the salience of self-identi- 
ties. The salience of the student’s personal identity in the scenario was manipulated 
by: (a) Explicitly stating that the student portrayed in the situation perceived him- 
or herself ‘more as a separate personality rather than a member of group A’, (b) 
consistently referring to the student in individual terms (i.e. ‘as an individual’ or 
‘you’), (c) emphasizing the student’s effort as an individual toward achieving a good 
grade (i.e. hours of preparation, thoroughly reviewing the material, and conscien- 
tiously handing in assignments on time), and (d) emphasizing the differences of opi- 
nion and preference between the student and the other members of group A. An 
example of instructions related to personal salience is: 

Because you and group A meet regularly: Twice a week for tutorials to prepare 
for class and every Monday at lectures, you have had a chance to get to know 
all of the students in the group. You have learned over the course of time 
that you don’t have that much in common with most of them. As individuals, 
you tend to like different things and have quite diverse opinions on most issues. 
Therefore, in general, you tend to see yourself more as a separate personality 
rather than a member of group A. 

The salience of the student’s group identity in the scenario was manipulated by: 
(a) Explicitly stating that student in the situation perceived him- or herself ‘more 
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as a member of group A rather than a separate personality’, (b) consistently referring 
to the student in collective terms (i.e. ‘as a group; or ‘you and group A’), (c) emphasiz- 
ing the group’s effort as a whole toward achieving a good grade (i.e. hours of prep- 
aration, thoroughly reviewing the material, and conscientiously handing in 
assignments on time), and (d) emphasizing the similarities of opinion and preference 
between the student and the other members of group A. An example of instructions 
related to group salience is: 

Because group A meets regularly: Twice a week for tutorials to prepare for 
class and every Monday at lectures, you have had a chance to get to know 
all of the students in the group. You have learned over the course of time 
that you have a fair amount in common with most of them. As a group, you 
tend to like the same things and have quite similar opinions on most issues. 
Therefore, in general, you tend to see yourself more as a member of group 
A rather than a separate personality. 

Dependent variables 

Relative deprivation 

Because of the importance of explicitly specifying referent groups in social compari- 
sons (Martin, 1986), three measures of RD were included: General RD (feelings 
of RD when no explicit referent is provided), personal RD (feelings of RD when 
comparing one’s own grade to group A’s grade), and group RD (feelings of RD 
when comparing the average grade of group A to the average grade of group B)’. 
Each measure contained four items concerning the satisfaction, disappointment, per- 
ceived fairness, and perceived unjustness experienced with regard to the grade 
received. For all 12 items, the subjects were asked to circle a response on a seven-point 
scale ranging from not at all to very. 

Behavioural intentions 

As discussed earlier, most RD researchers currently stress the importance of dis- 
tinguishing between the type of actions produced by individual and group compari- 
sons’. Therefore, two measures of likelihood of action were utilized in this study 
- individual action and collective action. Both measures consisted of five actions 
that the student (either alone or with group A) would consider taking to improve 
his or her situation. Items included complaining to the professor, switching tutorial 
groups, dropping the class, asking for more help from the teaching assistant, and 
working harder. For all 10 items the subjects were asked to circle a response on 
a seven-point scale ranging from not at all likely to very likely3. 

’ Although a fourth type of RD was measured, personal outgroup RD (feelings of RD when comparing 
one’s own grade to group B’s grade), it was not included in this analysis because of its lack of relevance 
to the relationship between salient self-identities and R D  examined in this paper. 
* The importance of this distinction for action has also been acknowledged by SIT researchers (Brown 
andTurner, 1981). 

Although measures of responsibility, group attraction, and individualism were also included in this 
study, for reasons of brevity, this paper focuses on the RD and action intention measures. 
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Comprehension checks 

To ensure that subjects understood the scenario and their appointed role, comprehen- 
sion checks were included. On the first question, related to the salience manipulation, 
subjects were asked to check the scenario role to which they had been assigned: 
An individual, a member of group A, or a member of group B. The second set 
of questions consisted of eight items concerning the subjects’ knowledge of the situa- 
tion described. These items included questions about the magnitude of inequalities 
between the student and group A, and between group A and group B. Although 
24 subjects were required to reread the scenario and re-answer the comprehension 
check4, all but one subject (excluded from the analysis) successfully completed 
this task by the second attempt. 

Two questions concerning the extent to which subjects could identify with the 
situation of the student in the scenario were also included in the questionnaire. 
To examine the extent of emotional involvement, subjects were asked to circle for 
each item, a response on a seven-point scale ranging from not at all to a lot. A 
mean identification rating of 5.10 on a seven-point scale was obtained, indicating 
that most subjects had no difficulty placing themselves in the position of the student 
in the scenario’. 

RESULTS 

Relative deprivation: Multivariate and univariate analyses 
Cronbach’s coefficient alpha and mean interitem correlations were computed for 
three RD measures: General non-explicit referent RD scale, personal RD scale (self 
compared to group A), and group RD scale (group A compared to group B). Given 
the acceptable reliabilities (as = 0.78,0.83 and 0.84 respectively) and mean interitem 
correlations (rs = 0.37, 0.46 and 0.47 respectively), three indices were created by 
adding the scores for each subject on the items for each scale and dividing by the 
number of items. Cell means and frequencies for these three RD indices are presented 
in Table 1 .  

Because of significant intercorrelations among the indexes (average r = 0.29), 
a 2 X 2 X 2 between-subjects MANOVA was performed on the three dependent vari- 
ables: General RD, personal RD, and group RD. Independent variables were intra- 
group inequality (large versus small), intergroup inequality (large versus small), and 
salience (personal versus groupl6. 

Zntragroup inequality 

The three-way MANOVA on RD measures yielded a significant main effect for 
intragroup inequality, Wilks’ lambda of 0.84, F(3,102) = 6.69, p < 0.001. Univariate 
analyses indicated significant main effects for intragroup inequality on both general 

These subjects were evenly dispersed throughout the eight conditions. 
’ In a 2 x 2 ~2 (personal inequalities x group inequalities xsalience) unbalanced ANOVA using a least 
squares solution to correct for nonorthogonality, no significant differences in identification were found 
among the conditions. 

Because general RD, personal RD, and group RD were given in a set order, readers should be aware, 
as suggested by an anonymous reviewer, that sequence effects may have confounded the results. 
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Table 1. Cell means and frequencies* for relative deprivation indices? 
_ _ ~  

Salience 
Individual Group 

Intergroup inequality Intergroup inequality 
Small Large Small Large 

Small intragroup inequality 
General RD 2.77 (15) 2.45 (14) 2.87 (15) 2.70 (14) 
Personal R D  2.15 (15) 2.84 (14) 3.08 (1 5 )  3.39 (14) 
Group R D  3.55 (15) 2.95 (14) 2.98 (15) 2.88 (14) 

General R D  2.36 (14) 1.95 (14) 1.75 (13) 2.38 (14) 
Personal RD 2.21 (14) 2.23 (14) 2.23 (1 3) 2.30 (14) 
Group R D  3.80 (14) 3.27 (14) 3.56 (1 3) 2.32 (14) 

Large intragroup inequality 

* Cell frequencies are found within parentheses. 
t Higher scores reflect more satisfaction and perceived justice. 

RD and personal RD scales, Fs(1,104) = 12.28 and 15.45, ps<O.OOl, respectively. 
Subjects who believed that the student in the situation received a mark that was 
a lot lower than other ingroup members were on average less satisfied and perceived 
less justice when compared to no explicit referent (general RD) than subjects who 
believed the student received a mark only slightly lower than other ingroup members, 
Ms = 2.12 and 2.70. Furthermore, subjects who believed that the student received 
a mark that was a lot lower than other ingroup members were on average less satisfied 
and perceived less justice when compared to their ingroup (personal RD) than subjects 
who believed the student received a mark only slightly lower than other ingroup 
members, Ms = 2.24 and 3.01. 

Intergroup inequality 

The three-way MANOVA on RD measures also yielded a significant main effect 
for intergroup inequality, Wilks’ lambda of 0.91, F(3,102) = 3 . 4 0 , ~  < 0.05. Univariate 
analyses showed a significant main effect for intergroup inequality on group RD, 
F(1,104) = 9.23, p<O.Ol.  Subjects who believed that the ingroup received a mark 
that was a lot lower than the outgroup were significantly less satisfied and perceived 
less justice when comparing the ingroup to the outgroup than subjects who believed 
that the ingroup received a mark only slightly lower than the outgroup, Ms = 2.86 
and 3.46. 

Salience 

The three-way MANOVA on the RD measures yielded a marginally significant main 
effect for salience, Wilks’ lambda of 0.93, F(3,102) = 2.45, p = 0.07. Univariate 
analyses indicated a significant main effect for salience on group RD, F(1,104) = 
5.07, p < 0.05. Subjects whose group identity was made salient were less satisfied 
with their grade and perceived less justice when comparing the ingroup to the out- 
group than subjects whose personal self-identity was made salient, Ms = 2.92 and 
3.40. 
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Salience x intragroup inequality x intergroup inequality interaction 

The three-way MANOVA on the RD measures also yielded a marginally significant 
three-way interaction effect among intragroup inequality, intergroup inequality, and 
salience, Wilks’ lambda of 0.94, F(3, 102) = 2.35, p = 0.08. However, no significant 
interaction effects were found with univariate analyses of the three dependent mea- 
sures. 

Action intentions: Multivariate and univariate analyses 

Two sets of items were utilized to measure subject’s likelihood of action - individual 
action intentions and collective action intentions. To identify the underlying dimen- 
sions, each set of ratings was analysed by a principal component analysis with varimax 
rotation. The number of factors to retain was based on a parallel analysis in which 
the eigenvalues obtained prior to rotation were compared to those from a random 
data set (Longman, Cota, Holden and Fekken, 1989). Items were included in indices 
if their factor loadings in the rotated matrix exceeded 0.50. On the basis of these 
analyses, four indices were created by summing the scores for each subject on each 
item and dividing by the number of items. 

The four indices were labelled: ‘Positive individual action’, ‘positive collective 
action’, ‘negative individual action’ and ‘negative collective action’. The two positive 
action indices (individual and collective) were based on two ratings concerning the 
likelihood that the subject as the student in the situation would individually or collecti- 
vely work harder, or ask for help. Both types of negative action indices were based 
on three ratings concerning the likelihood that the student would individually or 
collectively complain to the professor, drop the class, or switch tutorial groups. 
Cell means and frequencies of the four indices are presented in Table 2. 

Table 2. Cell means and frequencies* for action intention indicest 

Salience 
Individual Group 

Intergroup inequality Intergroup inequality 
Small Large Small Large 

Small intragroup inequality 
Positive individual 
Negative individual 
Positive collective 
Negative collective 

Positive individual 
Negative individual 
Positive collective 
Negative collective 

Large intragroup inequality 

5.87 (15) 6.00 (14) 5.83 (15) 
3.51 (15) 3.71 (14) 2.40 (15) 
4.47 (1 5) 4.39 (14) 6.10 (15) 
2.93 (1 5 )  2.69 (14) 2.67 (15) 

6.18 (14) 5.68 (14) 6.42 (13) 

5.18 (14) 3.18 (14) 5.73 (13) 
3.07 (14) 2.55 (14) 2.87 (13) 

3.52 (14) 4.07 (14) 3.59 (13) 

5.50 (14) 
3.57 (14) 
5.75 (14) 
2.83 (14) 

5.75 (14) 
2.98 (14) 
5.36 (14) 
3.02 (14) 

* Cell frequencies are found within parentheses. 
t Higher scores reflect a greater likelihood of action. 

Because of significant intercorrelations among the indexes (average absolute r 
= 0.20), a 2 X 2 X 2 between-subjects MANOVA was performed on four dependent 
variables: Positive individual action, negative individual action, positive collective 
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action, and negative collective action. Independent variables were intragroup inequa- 
lity (large versus small), intergroup inequality (large versus small), and salience (per- 
sonal versus group). 

Intergroup inequality 

The three-way MANOVA on action intention measures yielded a marginally signifi- 
cant main effect for intergroup inequality, Wilks’ lambda of 0.92, F(4, 102) = 2.20, 
p = 0.07. Univariate analyses indicated a significant main effect for intergroup inequa- 
lity on positive collective action intentions, F(1,105) = 5.46, pcO.05 .  Subjects who 
believed that the ingroup received a mark that was a lot lower than the outgroup 
were less likely to take positive collective action than subjects who believed that 
the ingroup received a mark only slightly lower than the outgroup, Ms = 3.24 
and 3.58. 

Salience 

The three-way MANOVA on action intention measures yielded a highly significant 
main effect for salience, Wilks’lambda of0.74,  F(4, 102) = 8.82,pcO.OOl. Univariate 
analyses indicated significant main effects for salience on both negative individual 
and positive collective action intentions, Fs(1,105) = 5.93 and 27.72, p s c 0 . 0 5  and 
0.001, respectively. Subjects whose personal identity was salient were more likely 
to take negative individual action than subjects whose group self-identity was salient, 
Ms = 3.70 and 3 .11 .  Furthermore, subjects whose group identity was salient were 
more likely to take positive collective action than subjects whose personal self-identity 
was salient. Ms = 5.74 and 4.31. 

Salience x intragroup inequality x intergroup inequality interaction 

The three-way MANOVA on the action intention measures yielded a significant 
three-way interaction effect among intragroup inequality, intergroup inequality, and 
salience, Wilks’ lambda of 0.91, F(4,102) = 2.44, p = 0.05. Univariate analyses 
revealed three-way interactions for both negative individual and positive collective 
action intentions, Fs(1,105) = 5.21 and 3.45, ps C0.05 and 0.07, respectively. 

To explore further these interaction effects, Cichetti’s (1972) method for applying 
Tukey’s multiple-range test to an ANOVA interaction table was used. This technique 
focuses on unconfounded comparisons (i.e. pairs of means that differ on a single 
dimension, with other dimensions held constant). Differences between pairs of means 
were tested at a significance level of 0.05. With regards to the negative individual 
action responses, no significant effects for pairwise comparisons were found. 

With regards to the positive collective action responses, three unconfounded pair- 
wise comparisons of means were significant. First, as shown in Table 2, subjects 
whose personal identity was salient and who believed that they as the student received 
a lot lower grade than other ingroup members were less likely to take positive collec- 
tive action if the ingroup received a grade that was a lot lower than the outgroup 
than if the ingroup received a grade only slightly lower than the outgroup, Ms = 
3.18 and 5.18. Second, subjects, who believed they as the student received only a 
slightly lower mark than other ingroup members and the ingroup received only 
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a slightly lower mark than the outgroup, were more likely to take positive group 
action when their group identity was salient than when their personal identity was 
salient, Ms = 6.10 and 4.47. Lastly, subjects, who believed they as the student received 
a lot lower mark than other ingroup members and that the ingroup received a lot 
lower mark than the outgroup, were more likely to take positive group action when 
their group identity was salient than when their personal identity was salient, Ms 
= 5.53 and 3.18. 

The relationship of relative deprivation to action intentions 

Feelings of personal and group RD were expected to relate to individual and collective 
actions intentions, respectively. To examine the relationship between the three RD 
scales and the four likelihood of action scales, Pearson product-moment correlations 
were calculated. The correlation matrix for these measures appears in Table 3. 

Table 3. Pearson correlations between relative deorivation and action intention scores 

Action intentions General R D  Personal R D  Group R D  
~~ ~ ~~ ~~ ~ ~ 

Positive individual -0.08 -0.03 0.11 
Negative individual -0.35t -0.21* -0.03 
Positive collective 0.10 0.00 -0.02 
Negative collective -0.16 -0.12 -0.10 

*p<o.o5. 
t p <0.001. 

Although no significant correlations were found for positive individual action 
intentions, likelihood of participating in negative individual action was significantly 
related to general and personal RD, rs(ll0) = -0.35 and -0.21, ps<O.OOl and 
0.05, respectively. Subjects who were less satisfied and perceived less justice with 
their own grade compared to no explicit referent and compared to the average grade 
of their ingroup were relatively more willing to take negative individual action. Feel- 
ings of group RD, however, were not significantly correlated to either positive or 
negative collective action intentions, rs(ll0) = -0.02 and -0.10, n.s., respectively. 

DISCUSSION 

At the outset we predicted that: (a) Group salience would interact with intergroup 
inequality to affect group RD and collective action intentions and (b) personal 
salience would interact with intragroup inequalities to affect personal RD and indivi- 
dual action intentions. Although the preceding findings did not support the specific 
hypotheses, they do indicate the importance of salience and social comparisons for 
understanding RD and action intentions. 

Salience and self-categorization theory 

The results indicated that salience influenced satisfaction, perceived justice, and action 
intentions. People whose group rather than personal identities were salient were 
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less satisfied and perceived less justice in comparing intergroup inequalities. People 
whose group identities were salient were also more likely to take positive collective 
actions such as asking for help and working harder, especially if intragroup and 
intergroup inequalities were both small or large. Salience also influenced the likeli- 
hood of negative individual action. As expected, people whose personal rather than 
group identities were salient were more likely to take negative individual actions 
such as quitting, switching groups, and complaining to the professor. 

According to social categorization theory (SCT), when group identities are salient, 
people accentuate the similarity between themselves and the ingroup and accentuate 
the differences between the ingroup and the outgroup (Hogg and Abrams, 1990). 
Such tendencies would lead us to act as group members and hence to more dissatisfac- 
tion and greater perceived injustice related to group comparisons. Group salience 
should, therefore, also increase the likelihood of collective actions. Both of these 
expectations accord with our findings. 

Conversely, when personal self-identities are salient, SCT proposes that people 
accentuate the differences between themselves and the ingroup. This would lead 
us to act as individuals and hence to more dissatisfaction and perceived injustice 
related to intragroup comparisons and a greater likelihood of individual actions. 
The preceding results supported the expectations related to the action intentions, 
though not those for personal RD. 

Social inequalities and relative deprivation theory 

Consistent with previous RD research, magnitude of social inequalities affected feel- 
ings of satisfaction, perceived justice and related action intentions. Size of intergroup 
inequality, as expected, influenced both feelings of group RD and collective action 
intentions. Those who perceived large rather than small intergroup inequalities were 
less satisfied and perceived less justice in comparing ingroup grades to outgroup 
grades. 

Surprisingly, subjects who were told that large intergroup inequalities existed were 
less likely to take positive collective action than subjects who were told that small 
intergroup inequalities existed. This finding may be qualified, however, by salience 
and intragroup inequality factors. People whose individual self was salient and who 
perceived large intragroup inequalities were more likely to take positive collective 
actions when they perceived small rather than large intergroup inequalities. 

Why are small, not large, intergroup differences related to a greater likelihood 
of collective actions? Conceivably if the inequality is perceived as being too large 
in a group situation, the possibility of improving the group standard through collec- 
tive hard work and help may not be seen as viable. Individuals may intend to take 
positive group action only if they see the size of the gap between their own group 
and an outgroup as bridgeable. 

As expected, intragroup inequality affected feelings of personal RD. People who 
perceived small rather than large intragroup inequalities were more satisfied and 
perceived more justice in comparing their own grade to their ingroup’s grade. Magni- 
tude of intragroup inequalities, however, had no effect on action intentions. 

Although results relating feelings of RD to individual and collective behaviour 
have often been inconsistent in the past, many RD theorists continue to expect 
that strong feelings of RD mediate action (Martin, 1986). The prediction that subjects 
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who report strong feelings of personal RD prefer more individually-oriented strate- 
gies to improve their situation was in part supported. Feelings of personal RD were 
significantly related to negative, though not positive, individual action intentions. 
The prediction that subjects who reported strong feelings of group RD prefer more 
collective strategies to improve their situation was not supported. No relationship 
between group RD and action intentions was demonstrated. 

Demand as an alternative explanation 

A possible criticism of the role-play method used in this study is that subjects did 
not identify with the student in the situation and responded according to experimental 
cues in a detached, socially desirable manner. This explanation is unlikely to account 
for the salience effects because the subjects are less apt to realize the experimenter’s 
expectations with regards to individual and group self-identities. When intragroup 
and intergroup inequalities were small rather than large, however, subjects may have 
rightly guessed that the experimenter expected more personal RD and group RD, 
respectively. 

Two factors would suggest that social inequality effects were not solely due to 
subjects responding to demand characteristics. First, efforts were made to create 
a role-play situation within which subjects could easily place themselves. The plausibi- 
lity of the experimental situation was demonstrated by the occurrence of a similar, 
actual event in which large discrepancies in grades were discovered between two 
introductory sociology classes. Responses to empathy checks further demonstrated 
that subjects had no problem in accepting their role and placing themselves in the 
assigned circumstances. Second, the results were consistent with previous findings 
of field studies concerning the relationship between social inequalities and RD in 
which demand characteristics are a less viable explanation (Dub6 and Guimond, 
1986; Vanneman and Pettigrew, 1972). 

Salience and social inequalities 

Although the results underline the importance of the concept of salience as derived 
from social categorization theory and social inequalities as indicated by RD theory, 
the present study did not support the predicted interaction between salience and 
magnitude of social inequalities. Why? 

One possible reason concerns the way in which intragroup and intergroup compari- 
sons were presented. Written descriptions of social inequalities may demand that 
subjects use all information made available to them. For subjects to do otherwise 
would be to fail to understand and utilize what they have read (Gilbert and Hixon, 
1991; Zarate and Smith, 1990). These verbal descriptions may have hindered the 
subject’s tendency to focus on a specific social comparison related to a particular 
self-identity. Future research using other contexts which include nonverbal cues to 
indicate social inequalities may provide support for the proposed interaction. 

A second reason why salience did not interact with social inequalities in the pre- 
dicted direction may be that an individualistic bias in the scenario situation altered 
the impact of the explicitly primed individual or group self-identities. Although an 
attempt was made to create a situation in which both intragroup and intergroup 
comparisons would be equally relevant, the subjects in this study may have placed 
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more importance on individual goals. Because of the individualistic nature of the 
North American school system from elementary school to university (Aronson, 1984), 
subjects may focus more on their personal rather than group situation. 

Evidence for this individualistic bias is evident in the general RD measure. Feelings 
of general RD, like personal RD, were influenced by intragroup inequalities and 
were significantly related to negative individual action intentions. These results, 
although unexpected, further underline the importance of situational determinants 
of salience and indicate a need for research on the specific factors which affect 
salience and the interrelationship among these factors. Although a few theorists 
have recently proposed frameworks for multiple determinants of salience (Turner 
et al., 1987; Fiske and Taylor, 1984), research adequately testing these models is 
still required. 

Summary and conclusions 

The primary aim of this study was to examine the contributions of salience in predict- 
ing feelings of RD and action intentions. Salience influenced group RD, positive 
collective action intentions and negative individual action intentions. These results 
are consistent with past research on the impact of salient self-categorizations on 
spontaneous self-concepts (Cota and Dion, 1986; McGuire, McGuire, Child and 
Fujioka, 1978), endorsement of specific attitudes (Abrams, Thomas and Hogg, 1990; 
Reid and Sumiga, 1984), stereotyping (Hogg and Turner, 1987; Oakes and Turner, 
1986), attributions (Oakes et al. 1991), and behaviour (Espinoza and Garza, 1985; 
Reicher, 1984). 

More than two decades ago, Pettigrew (1 967) proposed the existence of a family 
of social evaluation theories in the hopes of better understanding social comparison 
processes. The present study has added to this enterprise by linking the concept 
of salience, derived from SCT, to RD theory. Although future research is necessary 
to examine further this relationship, the current findings have demonstrated that 
salient self-identities can solely, or in combination with relevant individual or group 
levels of comparison, affect feelings of RD and action intentions. 
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