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al., 2012). For example, it can cause severe physical harm, 
political violence, and public panic (Saab et al., 2016; Zhang 
et al., 2012). In recent years, social media and the broader 
Internet have provided a new environment for aggressive 
forms of collective action, referred to as aggressive collec-
tive action online (Besta et al., 2019; Spears & Postmes, 
2015; Wilkins et al., 2019). This type of action occurs when 
group members hurt others or damage property through 
electronic communications (e.g., forum posts, social media 
posts, emails, or messages in online chat rooms) to improve 
their group’s conditions (Moore et al., 2012; Saab et al., 
2016; Song et al., 2018). This can take a variety of forms, 
including using crude language, spreading rumors, engag-
ing in smearing and harassing behavior (Li, 2007), posting 
aggressive comments (Bogolyubova et al., 2018; Moore et 
al., 2012), and so on. Aggressive collective action online 
not only impacts the order of the online environment but 
also impacts the offline world due to negative emotions and 
extremism within the public (Song et al., 2018).

Introduction

Collective action refers to any action taken by members of 
a group to improve the conditions of that group as a whole 
(van Zomeren & Iyer, 2009; van Zomeren et al., 2012). Col-
lective action can be either nonaggressive (e.g., petitions, 
peaceful demonstrations) or aggressive (e.g., riots, violent 
demonstrations) (Besta et al., 2019; Saab et al., 2016). 
Aggressive collective action has negative impacts on both 
public health and social order (Saab et al., 2016; Zhang et 
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Aggressive collective action online has grown rapidly in 
recent years due to the rising importance of the Internet. To 
prevent and intervene in aggressive collective action online, 
it is important to understand the factors that trigger it. How-
ever, only one study (Song et al., 2018) has explored the 
factors influencing aggressive collective action online. The 
factors of aggressive collective action online and the media-
tion path underlying this effect are not clear. Studies draw-
ing on traditional collective action (Grant & Brown, 1995; 
Kosakowska-Berezecka et al., 2020; Smith et al., 2018; van 
Zomeren & Iyer, 2009) have suggested that collective action 
is caused by group relative deprivation and hostile feelings. 
This study further tested the relationship between group 
relative deprivation, hostile feelings, and aggressive collec-
tive action online in detail to better understand a subclass of 
aggressive collective action online and how such action is 
generated.

Group relative deprivation and aggressive 
collective action online toward deprivation-related 
provocateurs within the group

Group relative deprivation refers to a sense of deprivation 
caused by comparing one’s ingroup with relatively advan-
taged outgroups (Meuleman et al., 2019; Yu et al., 2020; 
Zubielevitch et al., 2020). Relative deprivation theory sug-
gests that people compare their ingroup with outgroups, 
which creates feelings of group relative deprivation when 
they perceive a comparative disadvantage; this, in turn, 
can lead to collective action (Besta et al., 2019; Smith & 
Huo, 2014; Smith et al., 2012; Smith, Pettigrew et al., 2020; 
Smith, Blackwood et al., 2020). There are several reasons 
for the effect of group relative deprivation on aggressive 
collective action. First, aggressive collective action can be 
used to reduce people’s disadvantage and improve their con-
ditions (Saab et al., 2016; Smith, Blackwood et al., 2020). In 
other words, according to stress and coping theory (Feeney 
& Fitzgerald, 2022; Lee et al., 2021; van Zomeren, 2021), 
aggressive collective action toward an outgroup provoca-
teur could be thought of as a stress response or strategy to 
decrease the stress experience derived from group relative 
deprivation. Second, following the frustration–aggression 
hypothesis, frustration can lead to aggression (Berkowitz, 
1989; Gilbert & Bushman, 2020). Group relative depriva-
tion could be regarded as an experience or sense of frustra-
tion and could lead to aggressive collective action toward an 
outgroup provocateur (Koomen & Fränkel, 1992; Smith & 
Huo, 2014; Smith et al., 2020a, b; Song et al., 2018). Specif-
ically, when individuals compare their group with outgroups 
and perceive comparative disadvantage, a sense of frustra-
tion arises, which could in turn trigger aggressive collective 
action toward the outgroup provocateur.

The Internet is a powerful communication tool that can 
be used to strengthen connections within disadvantaged 
groups, potentially enabling people to support crowd vio-
lence or aggression across time and space barriers (Spears 
& Postmes, 2015). Therefore, it is plausible that aggressive 
collective action online could be predicted by group rela-
tive deprivation. This idea is preliminarily supported by a 
prior study (Song et al., 2018), which found that group rela-
tive deprivation (measured in terms of a relative deprivation 
scale) significantly positively predicted aggressive collec-
tive action online toward an outgroup provocateur.

In summary, existing theoretical views and empirical 
studies (Besta et al., 2019; Saab et al., 2016; Smith et al., 
2018; Song et al., 2018) have focused on the effect of group 
relative deprivation on aggression toward an outgroup pro-
vocateur, while ignoring whether group relative deprivation 
could influence aggression toward ingroup members. Addi-
tionally, the effect of group relative deprivation on other 
aggressive collective action online and its underlying mech-
anism remain unclear. First, in Song et al.’s (2018) study, 
aggressive collective action online was measured using a 
questionnaire, which could not explore the causal relation-
ship. Hence, whether there is a causal relationship between 
group relative deprivation and aggressive collective action 
online is not clear and should be tested in an experimen-
tal research context. Second, the group relative deprivation 
predicted aggressive collective action online has only been 
examined in one study (Song et al., 2018), whose findings 
should be replicated. Therefore, in this study, we sought 
to focus on ingroup members and tested the influence of 
group relative deprivation on aggressive collective action 
online toward deprivation-related provocateurs within the 
group through manipulating group relative deprivation 
in terms of employment situation. The term “deprivation-
related provocateurs within the group” here refers to cer-
tain members of a group who harm many other members of 
the same group with selfish behaviors that aggravate many 
ingroup members’ sense of group deprivation. “Aggressive 
collective action online toward deprivation-related provoca-
teurs within the group” refers to a group’s collective harm-
ful behavior via the Internet targeting certain members of 
the same group who harm many other group members for 
their own benefit through behaviors that promote a sense of 
group deprivation.

The present study makes several contributions. First, our 
work extends the influence object of group relative depriva-
tion from the outgroup to the ingroup, which enriches the 
literature on the effect of group relative deprivation. Sec-
ond, the present study presents a new theoretical explana-
tion for the relationship between relative deprivation and 
aggression and thus may broaden the application of frustra-
tion–aggression theory and stress and coping theory to the 
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area of group relative deprivation and aggressive collective 
action online. Third, exploring aggressive collective action 
online toward deprivation-related provocateurs within the 
group can expand the objects of aggressive collective action 
online studied in the literature to date.

We used an employment problem scenario to manipulate 
group relative deprivation. The validity of this scenario was 
verified among Chinese undergraduate students (Zhang et 
al., 2012). Such students attach great importance to their 
employment status and tend to compare themselves with 
students from other colleges, making them vulnerable to 
group relative deprivation (Zhang et al., 2012). Moreover, 
the undergraduate employment rate in China has an impor-
tant impact on the enrollment rate and Ministry of Education 
funding in the following year, causing some college deci-
sion-makers to adopt inappropriate employment measures 
to force their graduates to sign agreements with employers 
before they leave college. The college decision-makers are 
considered the deprivation-related provocateurs within the 
group in this study. Because college decision-makers are in 
the same college as the students, they adopt inappropriate 
employment measures that preserve their own advantage 
at the cost of harming the students, which would aggravate 
students’ sense of group relative deprivation.

In summary, when undergraduate students compare 
themselves with students at other universities, the more they 
perceive a comparative disadvantage in terms of employ-
ment situation, the higher they will experience group rela-
tive deprivation, which is likely to trigger those students to 
engage in aggressive collective action online toward col-
lege decision-makers who adopt inappropriate employment 
measures.

Mediating role of hostile feelings

Prior research has suggested that negative affect (e.g., indi-
vidual’s hostile feelings) (Greitemeyer & Sagioglou, 2017, 
2018a) mediates the relationship between personal relative 
deprivation and aggressive behavior. Moreover, the frus-
tration–aggression theory suggests that there are potential 
mediating variables between frustration and aggression 
and that frustration can cause sufficient negative feelings to 
lead to aggression (Berkowitz, 1989; Gilbert & Bushman, 
2020). The stress and coping theory suggests that stressful 
life event can induce psychological stress (e.g., negative 
emotions response) which may in turn lead to maladap-
tive coping activities (i.e., aggressive behavior; Lee et al., 
2021). Therefore, it is plausible that hostile feelings may 
act as a mediator in the effect of group relative deprivation 
on aggressive collective action online toward deprivation-
related provocateurs within the group. Hostile feelings are 
defined as negative feelings or experiences, such as distrust, 

anger, resentment, irritation, and disgust, toward one or 
more people (Musante et al., 1989), which have been found 
to include both negative feelings and experiences of indi-
viduals (Greitemeyer & Sagioglou, 2017, 2018a) as well 
as hostile feelings toward other groups (Anier et al., 2016; 
Guimond & Dambrun, 2002; Halevy et al., 2010).

Group relative deprivation and hostile feelings toward 
deprivation-related provocateurs within the group

Previous studies have shown that group relative deprivation 
can lead to negative emotions such as anger (van Zomeren 
et al., 2004, 2008) and resentment (Smith et al., 2012), both 
of which are involved in hostility (Musante et al., 1989; 
Smith et al., 2004). Importantly, the experience of personal 
relative deprivation predicts participants’ hostile feelings 
(Greitemeyer & Sagioglou, 2017, 2018a, b), and group 
relative deprivation encourages intergroup hostile feelings 
(Guimond & Dambrun, 2002; Gurr, 1970). Thus, group 
relative deprivation can predict hostile feelings. However, 
these studies focused on hostile feelings toward an outgroup 
provocateur (Guimond & Dambrun, 2002; Gurr, 1970), 
neglecting hostile feelings toward deprivation-related 
provocateurs within the group. “Hostile feelings toward 
deprivation-related provocateurs within the group” refers 
to the negative feelings of a group member toward certain 
members of the same group who harm many other members 
of the group through actions undertaken for their own ben-
efit that promote a sense of group deprivation among other 
ingroup members. We further suppose that the experience of 
group relative deprivation can increase students’ common 
hostile feelings toward college decision-makers who adopt 
inappropriate employment measures, as in the present study. 
This may be because that the sense of group relative depri-
vation is a kind of psychological stress, which makes people 
more sensitive to other stressful events and primes hostile 
feelings in response to the provoking behavior. In other 
words, the previous sense of group relative deprivation 
derived from the employment problem makes students more 
sensitive and irritable to the inappropriate employment mea-
sures, and the common hostile feelings of the group mem-
bers triggered by the behavior of college decision-makers 
who adopt inappropriate employment measures is enhanced 
by the pre-existing sense of group relative deprivation.

Hostile feelings and aggressive collective action online 
towards deprivation-related provocateurs within the group

There are several reasons why stronger hostile feelings pre-
dict stronger aggressive collective action online towards 
deprivation-related provocateurs within the group. First, 
hostile feelings can lead to aggressive behavior (Greitemeyer 
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1. Group relative deprivation could predict hostile feelings 
toward the college decision-makers who adopt inappro-
priate employment measures (the deprivation-related 
provocateurs within the group; Hypothesis 1).

2. Group relative deprivation could also predict aggressive 
collective action online toward the college decision-
makers within the group (Hypothesis 2).

3. The effect of group relative deprivation on aggressive 
collective action online toward the college decision-
makers within the group should be mediated by hostile 
feelings toward the college decision-makers within the 
group (Hypothesis 3).

Methods

Participants

A priori power analysis using the GPower software (Faul et 
al., 2007) to determine the minimum sample size required 
for this study. The median effect size was always set to 
f2 = 0.15 in previous studies that have used regression analy-
sis to calculate mediating effect (Ge, 2020; Pozzoli et al., 
2016; Yang et al., 2018). When the median effect size was 
set to f2 = 0.15, α = 0.05, and 1 − β = 0.9, a minimum of 88 
subjects was deemed necessary to use regression analysis 
with two predictors. Thus, we recruited 114 undergradu-
ates majoring in different subjects from the host university 
in China. Six participants were excluded from the analy-
sis because they guessed the purpose of the experiment. 
This left a final sample of 108 participants (45 male and 
63 female participants, mean age = 20.89 years, SD = 1.11 
years). We randomly assigned the participants to one of two 
groups: high group relative deprivation condition (n = 57) 
and low group relative deprivation condition (n = 51). All 
participants gave informed written consent and received 
payment after their participation. The study was approved 
by the Research Project Ethical Review Committee of the 
Faculty of Psychology at the authors’ university and was 
performed following the ethical principles set out in the 
Declaration of Helsinki.

Measures

Manipulation material of group relative deprivation

In line with previous research (Guimond & Dambrun, 
2002; Zhang et al., 2012), the fabricated materials used to 
manipulate group relative deprivation were presented as 
official reports dealing with the employment situation by 
the Chinese Ministry of Education. The report included 
bar charts and text that compared college’s investment to 

& Sagioglou, 2017, 2018a). Second, hostile feelings were 
believed to promote collective action toward an outgroup 
provocateur (Grant & Brown, 1995). According to Inter-
group Emotions Theory, emotions shared by groups can 
shape group members’ desire to engage in collective action 
(Paterson et al., 2019; Smith, 1993). Thus, when hostile 
feelings spread within groups, they may lead to aggressive 
collective action by group members. Third, many studies 
have shown that the experience of anger leads to a willing-
ness to engage in aggressive collective action (Iyer et al., 
2007; Mackie et al., 2000; Smith et al., 2008; Tausch & 
Becker, 2013) and aggressive collective action online (Song 
et al., 2018). Hostile feeling refers to anger (Anderson et al., 
1995; Smith et al., 2004; Strong et al., 2005). Thus, hostile 
feelings may drive group members to take aggressive col-
lective action. As undergraduate students today are gener-
ally digital natives who enjoy discussing employment issues 
online, aggressive collective action online toward college 
decision-makers within the group may be relatively easy to 
create and incite among some students. Therefore, it is pos-
sible that hostile feelings toward college decision-makers 
who adopt inappropriate employment measures may moti-
vate undergraduate students to take aggressive collective 
action online.

In general, group relative deprivation predicts both hos-
tile feelings and aggressive collective action online towards 
deprivation-related provocateurs within the group, and hos-
tile feelings may predict aggressive collective action online 
toward deprivation-related provocateurs within the group. 
Based on the frustration–aggression theory (Berkowitz, 
1989; Gilbert & Bushman, 2020) and stress and coping 
theory (Lee et al., 2021), we further hypothesize that group 
relative deprivation which is deemed to group members’ 
common frustration and stress could enhance the hostile 
feelings of group members (e.g., the undergraduate students 
in the present study), which are triggered by the deprivation-
related behavior of certain intergroup members (e.g., col-
lege decision-makers). The enhanced hostile feelings then 
lead to more aggressive collective action online toward the 
provocateur within the group (e.g., college decision-makers 
who adopt inappropriate employment measures).

Overview of the present study

The present study aimed to explore the effect of group 
relative deprivation on aggressive collective action online 
toward deprivation-related provocateurs within the group, 
as well as the potential mediation of hostile feelings on the 
effect, under a simulated network scenario in the context of 
an employment survey.

The study included three hypotheses:
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Hostile feelings

The hostile feelings subscale of the Positive and Negative 
Affect Schedule-Expanded Version (PANAS-X; Watson & 
Clark 1999) to measure participants’ hostile feelings. We 
modified the emotional words (e.g., Hostile) in the PANAS-
X questionnaire according to the fabricated triggering event 
(e.g., What extent has the new policy issued by the assistant 
principal made you feel hostile) on 7-point scales ranging 
from 1 (extremely) to 7 (not at all). The average score on 
this scale represented participants’ level of hostile feelings 
toward the college decision-makers within the group. The 
internal consistency of this questionnaire was satisfactory 
(Cronbach α = 0.87).

Aggressive collective action online

The occurrence of aggressive collective action online was 
assessed by whether participants published aggressive 
forum posts to support their group’s cause on the microblog 
(a bogus website designed for the experiment in advance). 
Our definition of aggressive forum posts included both ver-
bal insults or attacks (e.g., threats of violence and profanity; 
Bogolyubova et al., 2018; Moore et al., 2012) and negative 
job-relevant evaluations (e.g., incapable and incompetent; 
Greitemeyer & Sagioglou, 2017) directed at college deci-
sion-makers within the group. Previous researchers have 
found that evaluations with the potential to thwart a per-
son’s personal and career goals can be considered as dam-
aging as physical harm (Twenge et al., 2001). Participation 
in the aggressive collective action online was marked as 1, 
whereas non-participation was counted as 0. This measure 
was based on previous research on aggressive collective 
action online (Song et al., 2018) and was modified for the 
specific context of our experiment.

All participants read the following (the original materials 
were in Chinese):

Most students at our university disagree with this 
policy and have decided to publish aggressive forum 
posts online to attack college decision-makers and 
improve our situation. Would you like to support us 
against unfair policies? If so, please publish your criti-
cal posts in our forums. If you do not want to do that, 
you can leave this site. Your responses will remain 
anonymous.

Procedure

This study was conducted by students majoring in psychol-
ogy. On arrival, participants were welcomed and seated 
separately in our laboratory. In both conditions, participants 

graduate employment (i.e., number of job fairs, per capita 
employment expenditure, and number of employment train-
ing courses and lectures) and the employment situation of 
graduates (i.e., overall employment rate, average monthly 
income, and job satisfaction after graduation) at the partici-
pants′ university to another university in a similar region 
and with similar comprehensive strength. In the low group 
relative deprivation condition, the report informed partici-
pants that compared with the students at the outgroup (i.e., 
at other university), students in their ingroup (i.e., at their 
university) were slightly worse off. In the high group rela-
tive deprivation condition, the report informed participants 
that the students in their ingroup had fewer college’s invest-
ment to graduate employment and bad employment situa-
tion of graduates than those in the outgroup. A figure in the 
report showed that students at the host university received 
poor job training, had few job opportunities, and lagged far 
behind the other similar university was used to summarize 
this evidence. When questioned, no participant reported 
suspicion about the veracity of the reports.

To test the effectiveness of the manipulation, we devel-
oped two items (e.g., “As a student at the host university, 
how satisfied are you about your current and future employ-
ment situation relative to students at the other university?”) 
to measure group relative deprivation on the basis of the 
measurements used by Tropp and Wright (1999). For each 
item, responses were coded on a 7-point scale ranging from 
1 (not at all) to 7 (extremely). The average score meant 
that higher values corresponded with increased feelings of 
deprivation. These two items formed a reliable scale (Cron-
bach α = 0.76).

Triggering event

A fabricated triggering event was employed as the back-
ground context and a covariate to trigger hostile feelings 
toward the college decision-makers within the group and 
aggressive collective action online toward the college 
decision-makers within the group under conditions of both 
high and low group relative deprivation. Participants were 
told that their university board had recently issued a policy 
requiring that students find a job before graduating; oth-
erwise, they would not be able to obtain their degrees. To 
illustrate this policy, the assistant principal had recently said 
in an interview, “Students are responsible for the unfavor-
able comparisons between our university and others in terms 
of employment. If they want to change their situation, we 
think they have to find jobs as soon as possible. Therefore, 
we have made this decision without student approval.” This 
material was developed on the basis of previous research 
(Zhang et al., 2012). Again, when questioned, no participant 
expressed suspicion about the veracity of the event.
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intervals for the mediation effect via the RMediation pack-
age of R; if the confidence intervals do not include 0, this 
indicates a significant mediation effect (Tofighi & MacKin-
non, 2011).

Results

Descriptive statistics and correlation analysis

Descriptive statistics and the correlation of all research vari-
ables are provided in Table 1.

Manipulation check

The results showed a significant difference between the 
high group relative deprivation group (M = 6.01, SD = 0.84) 
and the low group relative deprivation group (M = 4.94, 
SD = 0.75), t (106) = 6.94, p < .001, effect size d = 1.34. Thus, 
the group relative deprivation manipulation was successful.

The effects of group relative deprivation

The results of the independent sample t-test indicate that the 
hostile feelings toward the college decision-makers within 
the group in the high group relative deprivation condition 
(M = 6.06, SD = 0.76) were significantly higher than the low 
group relative deprivation condition (M = 5.46, SD = 0.95), 
t (106) = 3.68, p < .001, effect size d = 0.70. In addition, the 
aggressive collective action online toward the within-group 
college decision-makers was significantly higher in the 
high relative deprivation group (M = 0.84, SD = 0.37) than 
in the low relative deprivation group (M = 0.65, SD = 0.48), 
U = 1170, p = .02, effect size r = 0.22.

Mediation analyses

As shown in Fig. 1, group relative deprivation significantly 
predicted hostile feelings (β = 0.41, p < .001) and aggressive 
collective action online towards the college decision-mak-
ers within the group (β = 0.75, p = .004). Hostile feelings 
toward the college decision-makers within the group sig-
nificantly predicted aggressive collective action online 
(β = 0.84, p = .01) toward the college decision-makers 
within the group. The mediating effect of hostile feelings 
toward the college decision-makers within the group in the 

were told that the current study was a survey concerning 
students’ employment. Participants first provided their 
demographic information (e.g., gender and grade), and 
then presented with one of the two versions of the reports 
described in "manipulate material of group relative depri-
vation". The content of the reports corresponded with the 
participants’ experimental conditions. After reading the 
report, they were asked to complete the measurement of 
manipulation checks of group relative deprivation. Next, 
all participants read the same article that included the trig-
gering event, then subsequently filled out the questionnaire 
about hostile feelings toward the college decision-makers 
within the group. Finally, participants were asked to agree 
or decline to publish aggressive forum posts on a webpage 
directing the college decision-makers to support their group 
members.

Statistical analyses

The descriptive statistics and correlation analyses were 
calculated using SPSS 24.0. To check whether our experi-
mental manipulation had been effective, we conducted an 
independent-sample t-test on the high and low group relative 
deprivation groups. Next, we used an independent-sample 
t-test to examine the effect of group relative deprivation on 
hostile feelings toward the college decision-makers within 
the group, as well as two independent-sample non-paramet-
ric tests to examine the effect of group relative deprivation 
on aggressive collective action online toward the college 
decision-makers within the group. Then, we examined the 
mediation model.

In this study, aggressive collective action online toward 
the college decision-makers within the group was a cate-
gorical variable. Thus, in line with prior studies (Iacobucci, 
2012; MacKinnon et al., 2007), we firstly adopted linear 
and logistic regressions to calculate the estimates of a and b 
and their standard errors, respectively. Next, we calculated 
the mediated effect Zmediation= (Za= a/SE(a)) * (Zb= b/SE(b)) 
(Iacobucci, 2012). Finally, following MacKinnon and Cox 
(2012), we adopted the distribution of the product to test the 
significance of the mediated effect. The distribution of the 
product does not require normal distribution, is suitable for 
small sample sizes, and can provide more accurate statisti-
cal tests and confidence intervals (MacKinnon & Cox, 2012; 
MacKinnon et al., 2007). This method can build confidence 

Table 1 Descriptive statistics and correlation matrix of all research variables (N = 108)
Variables M SD 1 2 3
1 Group relative deprivation 5.51 0.96 1
2 Hostile feelings 5.78 0.90 0.41** 1
3 Aggressive collective action online 0.75 0.44 0.29** 0.37** 1
Note. Aggressive collective action online toward the college decision-makers within the group is a categorical variable, non-participation = 0, 
participation = 1. *p-value < 0.05, **p-value < 0.01
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The high group relative deprivation group scored higher 
on hostile feelings toward the deprivation-related provoca-
teurs within the group than the low group relative depriva-
tion group confirm Hypothesis 1, which is in accordance 
with previous studies regarding group relative deprivation 
and hostile feelings toward the outgroup provocateur (Anier 
et al., 2016; Guimond & Dambrun, 2002), as well as per-
sonal relative deprivation and an individual’s hostile feel-
ings (Greitemeyer & Sagioglou, 2017). The present study 
extends these prior findings regarding group relative depri-
vation and hostile feelings and suggests that group relative 
deprivation increases the hostile feelings toward depriva-
tion-related provocateurs within the group. Specifically, 
group relative deprivation facilitated the hostile feelings 
of undergraduate students toward the college decision-
makers within the group induced by the inappropriate deci-
sion regarding employment policies. This may be because 
group relative deprivation facilitates hostile interpretation 
and interpersonal opposition to the harming behavior, which 
would increase ingroup members’ sense of group relative 
deprivation, regardless of whether the provocateurs are 
ingroup or outgroup members.

The effect of group relative deprivation on aggressive 
collective action online toward deprivation-related 
provocateurs within the group

As mentioned above, participants in the high group relative 
deprivation group were more likely to engage in aggressive 
collective action online toward deprivation-related pro-
vocateurs within the group confirm Hypothesis 2. This is 
consistent with a prior questionnaire survey, which found 
that group relative deprivation is positively associated 
with aggressive collective action online toward the out-
group provocateur (Song et al., 2018). The results of this 

relationship between group relative deprivation and aggres-
sive collective action online toward the college decision-
makers within the group was significant (Zmediation = 12.86, 
95% CI [0.12, 0.61]).

Discussion

The effectiveness of the experimental materials

This study employed a simulated scenario concerning 
graduate employment situation, with participants being 
randomly assigned to high and low group relative depriva-
tion conditions. We found that members of the high group 
relative deprivation condition were significantly more dis-
satisfied with their employment situation than members of 
the low group relative deprivation condition. Moreover, the 
differences in the hostile feelings and aggressive collective 
action online towards the college decision-makers within 
the group between the two groups were also significant. 
These results indicate that the experimental materials effec-
tively manipulated participants’ group relative deprivation. 
This effectiveness was consistent with the results of exist-
ing researches (Guimond & Dambrun, 2002; Zhang et al., 
2012), which also shown that undergraduate students are 
very concerned about employment; if they find that their 
employment situation is not ideal, it has a negative impact 
on their emotions and behaviors (Guimond & Dambrun, 
2002; Zhang et al., 2012).

The mediating effect of hostile feelings toward 
deprivation-related provocateurs within the group

The effect of group relative deprivation on hostile feelings 
toward deprivation-related provocateurs within the group

Fig. 1 Hostile feelings toward the college decision-makers within the group mediated the relationship between group relative deprivation and 
aggressive collective action online toward the college decision-makers within the group. Aggressive collective action online toward the college 
decision-makers within the group is a categorical variable, non-participation=0, participation=1
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behavior (Greitemeyer & Sagioglou, 2017, 2018a). This 
finding extends the research investigating the effect of 
relative deprivation on aggression from the individual to 
the group level and finds that group relative deprivation 
of undergraduate students increased their hostile feelings 
toward the college decision-makers within the group (the 
deprivation-related provocateurs within the group), which, 
in turn, motivated aggressive collective action online toward 
the college decision-makers within the group.

Theoretical explanation for mediation model

The frustration–aggression theory and stress and cope 
theory could provide a theoretical substrate and interpre-
tive lens for the present mediation model, in which group 
relative deprivation increases aggressive collective action 
online toward deprivation-related provocateurs within the 
group. According to frustration–aggression theory (Berkow-
itz, 1989; Gilbert & Bushman, 2020) and stress and coping 
theory (Feeney & Fitzgerald, 2022; Lee et al., 2021), group 
relative deprivation can be thought of as a kind of common 
frustration and stress for a group. The experience of frustra-
tion or stress makes people more sensitive and irritable in 
response to subsequent provoking events and enhances their 
hostile feelings triggered by later stressful events. When the 
stressful event is related to group relative deprivation, the 
prior sense of group relative deprivation leads group mem-
bers to have common hostile feelings toward the ingroup 
provocateur. When the group members are likely to use the 
Internet, they may share and vent their common hostile feel-
ings online. These shared hostile feelings then drive them to 
carry out aggressive collective action online toward the pro-
vocateur to decrease their psychological stress and change 
their disadvantaged status, whether the provocateur is an 
outgroup member or ingroup member.

Contributions and implications

This study has the following contributions. First, our results 
broaden the existing literature on how the influence object 
(i.e., ingroup provocateur) of relative deprivation may influ-
ence the subclass of aggressive collective action online (i.e., 
aggressive collective action online toward deprivation-
related provocateurs within the group).

Second, this result supports and expands the relative 
deprivation theory, frustration–aggression theory, and stress 
and coping theory. The relative deprivation theory focuses 
on the effect of group relative deprivation on collective 
action toward the outgroup (Besta et al., 2019; Smith & 
Huo, 2014; Smith et al., 2012; Smith, Pettigrew et al., 2020; 
Smith, Blackwood et al., 2020). The present results show 
that group relative deprivation can lead to a new form of 

study replicate and extend Song et al.’s (2018) finding that 
group relative deprivation can also predict another subset of 
aggressive collective action online (i.e., aggressive collec-
tive action online toward deprivation-related provocateurs 
within the group).

The central factor of relative deprivation is a percep-
tion of unfair disadvantage comparison with another group; 
when one perceives that their ingroup is at an unfair disad-
vantage, feelings of group relative deprivation occur, trig-
gering a series of behavioral responses (Smith et al., 2012), 
such as aggressive collective action (Smith, Blackwood et 
al.,  2020; Xiong & Ye, 2016). Moreover, the Internet, with 
its anonymity, unreality, and ability to cross barriers of time 
and space (Spears & Postmes, 2015; Vilanova et al., 2017), 
provides a convenient platform for aggressive collective 
action by undergraduate students, who are skilled Internet 
users. Therefore, this study demonstrated that group rela-
tive deprivation of undergraduate students can strengthen 
aggressive collective action online toward deprivation-
related provocateurs within the group.

Hostile feelings and aggressive collective action online 
towards deprivation-related provocateurs within the group

In this study, hostile feelings toward the college decision-
makers within the group positively predicted aggressive 
collective action online toward the college decision-makers 
within the group, which supports Hypothesis 3 and aligns 
with a recent study indicating that negative affect (e.g., 
group-based anger) predicts aggressive collective action 
online toward an outgroup provocateur (Song et al., 2018). 
This result may be explained by the fact that an individual’s 
hostile feelings can increase aggressive behavior (Greit-
emeyer & Sagioglou, 2017) and facilitate collective action 
(Grant & Brown, 1995). Another possible explanation is that 
anger is an important component of hostile feelings (Mus-
ante et al., 1989), and anger can lead to aggressive collective 
action online toward an outgroup provocateur (Song et al., 
2018). In conclusion, in this study, hostile feelings likely 
motivated the participants’ aggressive collective action 
online toward the college decision-makers within the group.

The mediating effect of hostile feelings toward deprivation-
related provocateurs within the group

Consistent with Hypothesis 3, we found that group rela-
tive deprivation predicts aggressive collective action online 
toward deprivation-related provocateurs within the group 
through hostile feelings toward deprivation-related provo-
cateurs within the group, which is consistent with existing 
research concerning the relationship between personal rela-
tive deprivation, individual’s hostile feelings, and aggressive 
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group relative deprivation on aggressive collective action 
online. The moderator (especially the triggering behavior 
of the provocateur) warrants exploration in future work. 
Finally, this study was a single study that was conducted 
before the COVID-19 pandemic, and therefore the effects 
of the pandemic were not taken into account. The present 
findings should be replicated. Future researchers in affected 
countries could use COVID-19 as a measure of group rela-
tive deprivation, for example, examining group relative 
deprivation between countries (e.g., countries with high 
infection rates and low infection rates) to verify the results 
of this study.

Conclusions

In summary, this study supports and extends previous work 
by clarifying the group-related influencing factors of aggres-
sive collective action online. Specifically, this study found 
that group relative deprivation increases aggressive collec-
tive action online toward deprivation-related provocateurs 
within the group. Importantly, hostile feelings toward depri-
vation-related provocateurs within the group were found to 
mediate the effect of group relative deprivation on aggres-
sive collective action online toward deprivation-related pro-
vocateurs within the group. These results support and enrich 
the relative deprivation theory, frustration–aggression the-
ory, and stress and coping theory.
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