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Given the increase in the number of internal migrant children, the mental 
health problems (e.g., loneliness) of this population have received widespread 
attention. Relative deprivation is considered to be related to migrant children’s 
loneliness. However, the underlying mechanisms of this relationship remain 
unclear. Therefore, the present study tested the possible mediating role of 
self-esteem and the moderating role of belief in a just world in the association 
between relative deprivation and loneliness of migrant children. A total of 1,261 
Chinese rural-to-urban migrant children (10–15 years old, Mage = 12.34 years,  
SD = 1.67; 52.0% males, 48.0% females; 23.55% fourth grade students, 16.49% 
fifth grade students, 19.59% sixth grade students, 15.54% seventh grade students, 
13.80% eighth grade students, and 10.86% ninth grade students) were recruited 
to complete measures of relative deprivation, self-esteem, belief in a just world, 
loneliness, and demographic variables. Relative deprivation was significantly and 
positively correlated with migrant children’s loneliness, and this connection could 
be mediated by self-esteem. Moreover, the first part of the indirect effect of self-
esteem on this link was moderated by belief in a just world. These effects were 
stronger for migrant children with higher levels of belief in a just world. This study 
reveals the potential mechanisms of relative deprivation affecting loneliness, 
while also providing insights into how to better help migrant children alleviate 
loneliness and improve their mental health.
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1. Introduction

With economic, social, political, and technological development, the international migrant 
population has increased globally (International Organization for Migration, 2019). There are 
nearly 272 million international migrants worldwide, accounting for 3.5% of the world’s 
population (International Organization for Migration, 2019). Meanwhile, China’s migrant 
population has reached 376 million, accounting for 26% of the total population in 2021 (National 
Bureau of Statistics, PRC, 2021). Approximately 98.7 million children are migrants, accounting 
for 35.65% of the total number of children in China.

Based on China’s household registration (hukou) system, the children of migrant workers 
are considered temporary residents when they enter cities with their families. Therefore, they 
are not granted equal access to education and other social services in the cities where they live 
(Liu and Zhao, 2016). Such situations put migrant children at a disadvantage, and the social 
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exclusion and unfair treatment they experience can significantly 
negatively impact their mental health (Fan et  al., 2009, 2012; 
Euteneuer, 2014). In such an unjust and unfriendly social environment, 
migrant children are more likely to experience relative deprivation 
than urban children (Jin, 2016; Xiong et al., 2021a).

Relative deprivation is considered an important predictor of 
mental health problems (Demakakos et al., 2006; Kirkbride et al., 
2014; Wickham et al., 2014). Previous studies have found that relative 
deprivation has a significant positive predictive effect on an 
individual’s mental health disorders, such as depression and anxiety 
(Eibner et al., 2004; Mishra and Carleton, 2015; Beshai et al., 2017). In 
the case of children, the influence of relative deprivation is more 
serious. A study of United States teens found that relative deprivation 
was significantly associated with loneliness; the higher the level of 
deprivation, the higher the risk of loneliness (Smith and Kessler, 
2004). Loneliness is a common problem during teenage development 
(Alasmawi et al., 2020; Twenge et al., 2021); It comprises a painful 
experience where individuals’ social needs are not met (Wheeler et al., 
1983; Cacioppo et al., 2006a). Loneliness not only affects physical 
health—e.g., increasing the incidence of cardiovascular disease (Caspi 
et al., 2006) and affecting individual immune function (Dixon et al., 
2001)—but also has a serious impact on mental health—e.g., 
increasing depressive symptoms (Wei et al., 2005; Cacioppo et al., 
2006b). In fact, loneliness is an indicator of mental illness (Hawkley 
and Cacioppo, 2010). Loneliness is even related to personality 
disorders and psychosis (Michalska da Rocha et  al., 2018). Thus, 
although the association between relative deprivation and mental 
health issues (e.g., loneliness) has been confirmed, the mechanisms 
of this association need to be  further explored (Creed and 
Reynolds, 2001).

Self-esteem is an important factor in the development of mental 
health in migrant children (Fan et al., 2012; Shoshani et al., 2014; Shen 
et al., 2015). Migrant children may experience a process of social 
re-adaptation when they move into a new city (Liu and Zhao, 2016), 
and self-esteem may affect their adaptation process (Portes and Zady, 
2002; Berber Çelik and Odacı, 2020). On the one hand, some studies 
have focused on the negative correlation between relative deprivation 
and self-esteem (Lagacé, 2003; Tougas et al., 2004). On the other hand, 
existing research shows that self-esteem has a significant negative 
connection with loneliness in the new generation of migrant workers 
(Yang et al., 2011). Thus, self-esteem may mediate the relationship 
between relative deprivation and loneliness.

Moreover, previous studies have found that belief in a just world 
(BJW) helps maintain individuals’ mental health (Ritter et al., 1990; 
Dzuka and Dalbert, 2010; Jiang et  al., 2016). Especially for 
disadvantaged or vulnerable groups, BJW is an important internal 
protective factor (Jiang et al., 2003; Zhang and Shen, 2011). Thus, it 
may also play a role in moderating the relationship between relative 
deprivation and self-esteem.

Therefore, we believe that it is necessary to clarify the relationship 
between relative deprivation and loneliness among Chinese migrant 
children and its potential mechanisms (e.g., the mediating role of self-
esteem and the moderating role of BJW). We hope that this study can 
draw people’s attention to the relative poverty and loneliness of 
migrant children and promote people’s understanding of the effect of 
relative deprivation on loneliness and its underlying mechanisms. 
We hope that our findings can help migrant children and promote 
their mental health.

2. Theory and hypotheses

2.1. Relative deprivation and loneliness

As a powerful predictor of collective action, the sense of relative 
deprivation may influence collective behavior through perceptions of 
group weakness and injustice (Schulze and Krätschmer-Hahn, 2014). 
Relative deprivation refers to an individual or group’s perception of 
being disadvantaged, compared with a reference group; it does not 
originate from absolute disadvantage but from comparison with 
similar others (Runciman, 1966; Crosby, 1976; Walker and 
Smith, 2002).

According to social comparison theory, a person tends to evaluate 
their opinions, abilities, or behaviors by comparing with others like 
themselves (Festinger, 1954; Suls and Wheeler, 2000). Previous 
research has shown that through upward social comparison (i.e., when 
individuals compare themselves to those whom they believe to 
be better than them in some aspects), they may experience an increase 
in negative emotions (e.g., loneliness; Lim and Yang, 2019). Compared 
with urban children, migrant children are not granted equal access to 
education, medical care, and other social services in the cities where 
they live. Thus, many migrant children are excluded from public 
schools in cities. In the case of an uneven distribution of resources and 
opportunities, it is difficult to have a sense of belonging to the group 
and society (Chen and Feng, 2013). In such a negative social 
comparison environment, migrant children are more likely to develop 
a sense of relative deprivation, leading to mental health problems and 
loneliness (Fang et al., 2008). It is worth noting that migrant children’s 
loneliness is particularly serious (Kirova, 2001). Previous studies have 
shown that migrant children in China have a higher sense of loneliness 
than their non-migrant peers in the same city (Lu and Zhou, 2013; Liu 
et al., 2014).

Previous research has shown that relative deprivation is a 
significant predictor of poor physical and mental health (Gong et al., 
2012; Elgar et al., 2013). Consistent with these theoretical notions, a 
few studies have found that relative deprivation can predict social 
loneliness (Silveira and Allebeck, 2001; Demakakos et  al., 2006). 
Researchers have examined the link between relative deprivation and 
psychological well-being within migrant children and found that 
relative deprivation can make individuals feel isolated and hurt, 
especially in childhood (Valiente et al., 2010).

Based on the above, in this study, it is assumed that relative 
deprivation has a significant predictive effect on migrant children’s 
loneliness (H1).

2.2. The mediating role of self-esteem

The concept of self-esteem usually refers to a person’s evaluation 
of or attitude toward themselves. It also reflects an individual’s positive 
evaluation and experience of self-worth in the process of socialization 
(James, 1890; Rosenberg, 1965; Zhang and Li, 2009). Solomon et al. 
(2001) believe that self-esteem is the psychological mechanism 
individuals use to adapt to social and cultural environments, regulate 
their relationships with the environment, and affect the motivation 
and initiative of interpersonal communication.

Migrant children are discriminated against in the process of rural-
to-urban migration and are considered temporary residents, making 
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them susceptible to maladjustment (Fan et al., 2012; Hou et al., 2012; 
Shen et al., 2015). According to previous studies, self-esteem plays an 
important role in the social readjustment of migrant children (Gu 
et al., 2010; Thompson et al., 2016). It can effectively alleviate the 
psychological pressure, anxiety, and pain caused by discrimination, 
thereby maintaining the mental health of migrant children (Corning, 
2002). Numerous studies suggest that migrant children with high self-
esteem have fewer aggressive behaviors and negative emotions, which 
is more conducive to developing their mental health (Liang and Bian, 
2011; Liu et al., 2020).

Given that self-esteem is a significant indicator of migrant 
children’s mental health (Mikkelsen et al., 2020; Caqueo-Urízar et al., 
2021; Kuo et al., 2021), it may be related to their loneliness. According 
to the sociometer theory, self-esteem is the internal reaction of an 
individual’s interpersonal quality in a group; thus, when individuals 
are accepted, their self-esteem rises. In contrast, when an individual is 
rejected, the individual’s self-esteem declines. Therefore, poor self-
esteem as a social meter sends out signals, causing negative emotions 
and increasing loneliness (Leary et al., 1995a; Leary, 2003; Leary, 2005; 
Zhang and Li, 2009). Studies on the direct link between self-esteem 
and loneliness have also verified that self-esteem is an important 
predictor of migrant children’s loneliness (Vanhalst et al., 2013; Kuo 
et  al., 2021). For instance, numerous cross-sectional studies have 
documented a strong concurrent association between low self-esteem 
and loneliness (Mahon et al., 2006; Vanhalst et al., 2013; Zhao et al., 
2013; Jiang and Shen, 2019). Especially in the case of teenagers, 
individuals with low levels of self-esteem may feel lonely (Dixon and 
Kurpius, 2008; Vanhalst et al., 2013). As a result, self-esteem has a 
significant predictive effect on the loneliness of migrant children.

Considering that self-esteem is one of the key factors influencing 
loneliness (Creemers et al., 2012; Kuo et al., 2021), many possible 
predictors of self-esteem have been considered. Numerous studies 
have revealed the predictive effects of perceived discrimination (Liu 
and Shen, 2010), peer victimization (Van Geel et al., 2018), parenting 
styles (Pinquart and Gerke, 2019), and social networking site use 
(Saiphoo et al., 2020) on self-esteem. However, for migrant children, 
the influence of relative deprivation on self-esteem needs to 
be further studied.

First, relative deprivation can significantly negatively impact the 
mental health, subjective well-being, and self-esteem of individuals, 
especially in the case of vulnerable groups (Xiong, 2015). For example, 
scholars have found that high relative deprivation may lead to 
psychosocial deficits, such as a lack of a sense of control, mastery over 
the environment, and self-esteem (Marmot et al., 1997; Eibner et al., 
2004). These studies suggest that relative deprivation is negatively 
associated with self-esteem (Walker, 1999; Tougas et al., 2005). Second, 
the influence of relative deprivation on self-esteem also exists in this 
group (Petta and Walker, 1992; De La Sablonnière and Tougas, 2008). 
Some studies have shown a significant correlation between group 
relative deprivation and group self-esteem (Zagefka and Brown, 2005; 
De la Sablonniere et al., 2009). In addition, relative deprivation is an 
important factor affecting the mental health of migrant children 
(Cheung, 2014; Xiong, 2015). Migrant children are more likely to feel 
relative deprivation when they feel disadvantaged after social 
comparisons. This sense of relative deprivation may make it difficult 
for migrant children to develop a sense of belonging to urban 
children’s groups, which could negatively affect their self-esteem 
(Xiong, 2015; Xiong and Ye, 2016). Through unreasonable social 

comparison, unfair treatment has a major negative impact on the 
mental health, subjective well-being, and self-esteem of migrant 
children (Li, 2008; Kosaka et al., 2013).

Previous studies also found that self-esteem could mediate both 
the relationship between peer aggression and mental health problems 
(Ybrandt and Armelius, 2010), as well as the relationship between 
experiences of discrimination and loneliness (Świtaj et al., 2015). A 
prior study also demonstrated that self-esteem could mediate the link 
between relative deprivation and problematic mobile social media use 
(Yang and Jiang, 2020). Specifically, relative deprivation may lower the 
self-esteem of migrant children, thereby making them more inclined 
to view their relationship with the group negatively. Thus, failure to 
integrate into urban groups may be interpreted as rejection by migrant 
children with low self-esteem, and this rejection could contribute to 
increased feelings of loneliness.

Therefore, we assume that self-esteem mediates the association 
between relative deprivation and loneliness (H2).

2.3. The moderating role of belief in a just 
world

BJW refers to the idea that we live in a fair and orderly world 
where people get what they deserve (Lerner and Miller, 1978; Lerner, 
1980). According to Dalbert’s (1999) viewpoint, BJW includes two 
dimensions: the general BJW and the individual BJW. The general 
BJW refers to a just environment where people get what they deserve, 
and the individual BJW refers to people convinced that the world is 
made just for them personally (Dalbert, 2001; Dalbert and Stoeber, 
2005; Su et al., 2013). This belief that the environment is stable and 
orderly is conducive to an individual’s psychological and social 
adaptation. This allows individuals to believe that they can obtain the 
results they deserve by making efforts and following social norms 
(Hafer, 2000; Jiang et al., 2003; Laurin et al., 2011).

BJW serves as a guiding principle, suggesting that it helps migrant 
populations cope with social adaptation events by increasing feelings 
of confidence, control, and hope (Dzuka and Dalbert, 2010). Indeed, 
as a form of positive belief, BJW encourages people to see their social 
environment as more stable and controllable, which in turn may lower 
their perceptions of threat and increase their adaptability to urban 
groups and society (Dalbert, 1999; Furnham, 2003; Ramos et  al., 
2014). Studies have shown that people with high BJW are more 
capable of coping with negative events in their lives. Therefore, they 
report positive emotions and have high life satisfaction (Ritter et al., 
1990; Dalbert, 2002; Zhang and Shen, 2011). Empirical research also 
supports that BJW is positively associated with individuals’ mental 
health (Ritter et  al., 1990; Dalbert, 2002). For instance, a study 
conducted by Carifio and Nasser (2012) showed that individuals with 
higher BJW were better able to deal with stress stimuli and exhibit 
fewer symptoms of depression and anxiety than those with lower 
BJW. Thus, BJW helped people maintain their mental health and self-
esteem. In conclusion, high BJW strengthens an individual’s emotional 
regulation ability and benefits their mental health.

Studies have also shown that BJW is more likely to facilitate well-
being and self-esteem and enable people to better cope with hurts and 
injustice (Feather, 1991; Begue, 2005; Nie, 2015). People with high 
BJW tend to engage in cognitive reframing and suppress negative 
thoughts. In contrast, people with low BJW are vulnerable to feelings 
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of injustice and have more negative emotions and poor self-esteem 
(Dalbert and Stoeber, 2006). Therefore, BJW can be seen as a personal 
resource that can protect one’s self-esteem (Jiang et al., 2017).

According to the justice motive theory, concern for justice is based 
on a “personal contract” between individuals and their social 
environment (Lerner, 1997; Dalbert, 2001). In developing their 
contract, BJW provides a psychological advantage by giving people the 
sense of a meaningful, predictable, and controllable life (Dalbert and 
Donat, 2015; Levesque, 2016). In particular, BJW alleviates the 
negative effects of adverse events on individuals’ physical and 
psychological development. It also protects people from the negative 
effects of worrying about the future and encourages individuals to 
pursue positive development (Hafer, 2000; Dalbert, 2001). Especially 
for vulnerable groups, BJW is an important internal protective factor 
(Zhang and Shen, 2011; Su et al., 2013). Therefore, empirical research 
has confirmed that high BJW contributes to the self-esteem of 
vulnerable groups and plays a role in moderating the relationship 
between relative deprivation and self-esteem (Jiang et al., 2017; Kim 
and Park, 2018; Lan et al., 2018).

Moreover, numerous studies indicate that BJW is an effective 
moderator (Osborne and Sibley, 2013; Xiong and Liu, 2020). For 
example, research has shown that BJW moderates the relationship 
between relative deprivation and depression in left-behind children 
(Xiong and Liu, 2020). Taken together, BJW may serve as a buffer in 
the relationship between relative deprivation and self-esteem.

Therefore, we hypothesize that BJW will moderate the relationship 
between relative deprivation and self-esteem in migrant children (H3).

2.4. The present study

Considering the impact of relative deprivation on the mental 
health of migrant children, especially when migrant children already 
experience severe loneliness (Lu and Zhou, 2013; Liu et al., 2014), it is 
vital to examine the mechanisms underlying the link between relative 
deprivation and loneliness in migrant children.

Given that self-esteem plays a bridging role in the relationship 
between relative deprivation and individuals’ mental health (Corning, 
2002; Moradi and Subich, 2004; Seepersad, 2009), the current study 
attempts to examine the mediating effect of self-esteem on the 
association between relative deprivation and loneliness in migrant 
children. In addition, BJW has been considered an effective buffer to 
weaken relative deprivation and some risk factors for individuals’ 
mental health (Osborne and Sibley, 2013; Xiong and Liu, 2020). 
Therefore, BJW was tested as a moderator to reveal when the indirect 
relations between relative deprivation and loneliness are stronger or 
weaker. Figure 1 shows the proposed model.

3. Methods

3.1. Participants and procedures

Our sample consisted mainly of migrant children from three 
primary schools and three junior high schools in Fuzhou, Xiamen, 
Quanzhou, and other cities with large migrant populations (Xiong, 
2015). It is worth noting that Fuzhou, Xiamen, and Quanzhou are the 

three most economically developed coastal cities in Fujian Province, 
and there are many migrant children in these areas. According to data 
from China’s Seventh Population Census, the migrant population in 
Fujian Province has reached almost 14 million, which accounts for 
32.9% of the resident population. The eligibility criteria for migrant 
children were the following: (1) those born in rural regions, without 
urban hukou (permanent urban household registration) at birth; (2) 
those who accompanied their parents to the destination cities; and (3) 
those who had been living in their destination cities for more than 
6 months (Chen et al., 2014).

The final sample included 1,261 migrant children. The mean age 
of the sample was 12.34 years (SD = 1.67); 52.0% (638 in total) were 
boys, and 48.0% (623 in total) were girls. Among them, 989 (78.43%) 
participants had siblings and 269 (21.33%) were only children (six 
participants did not report their only-child status). Additionally, 297 
(23.55%) were in fourth grade, 208 (16.49%) in fifth grade, 247 
(19.59%) in sixth grade, 196 (15.54%) in seventh grade, 174 (13.80%) 
in eighth grade, and 137 (10.86%) in ninth grade (two participants did 
not report their grade).

All questionnaires were pen and paper-based, and the method of 
cluster random sampling was adopted to recruit all participants. After 
obtaining informed consent from the teachers, participants, and the 
parents, we explained the instructions to the participants. Those in the 
target groups were invited to participate anonymously in the 
classroom. The authenticity, independence, and integral nature of all 
answers and the confidentiality of the information collected were 
emphasized to all participants by well-trained psychology graduate 
students. Data collection took ~30 min. All students received a 
ballpoint pen as a reward after completing the survey. To ensure the 
quality of the questionnaire data, the following procedures were 
instituted. First, if more than three items were left unanswered or 
answered in the same way, the responses were deleted. Second, for the 
remaining questionnaires, the mean method was adopted to handle 
missing values. Finally, 1,261 questionnaires were validated, which 
accounted for 97.75% of the total administered.

3.2. Measures

3.2.1. Relative deprivation
Relative deprivation was measured using the Relative Deprivation 

Scale for Migrant Children (Ye and Xiong, 2017). The scale includes 
four dimensions: cognition of individual relative deprivation 
[composite reliability (CR) = 0.71], emotion of individual relative 
deprivation (CR = 0.81), cognition of group relative deprivation 
(CR = 0.87), and emotion of group relative deprivation (CR = 0.89). 
The scale consists of 20 items (e.g., “What do you think of your family’s 
economic status, compared with that of your urban counterparts?”) 
measuring five aspects of migrant children’s current situation (e.g., 
family economic status, housing conditions, residential stability, 
development of strong points, and parental involvement in education). 
The items range from 1 (“very good”) to 7 (“very bad”) for the 
cognitive dimension, and from 1 (“very satisfied”) to 7 (“extremely 
unsatisfied”) for the emotional dimension. Higher scores indicate 
higher levels of relative deprivation. The items demonstrated high 
reliability and validity in the present study (Cronbach’s α = 0.92, 
χ2/df = 4.85, CFI = 0.96, TLI = 0.95, RMSEA = 0.06).
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3.2.2. Belief In a just world
BJW was measured using the BJW Scale (Dalbert, 1999; Su 

et  al., 2012). The scale consists of two subscales with 13 items, 
named as personal BJW (CR = 0.85, e.g., “I believe that most things 
that happen in my life are just”) and general BJW (CR = 0.78, e.g., 
“In the long run, I  believe that those who suffer injustice will 
be compensated”). Participants responded on a five-point Likert-
type scale ranging from 1 (“strongly disagree”) to 5 (“strongly 
agree”). Cronbach’s α for the scale was 0.88. The reliability 
coefficients were 0.85 for personal BJW and 0.79 for a general 
BJW. We averaged the scores of all items from these two subscales 
to measure BJW, with higher scores representing higher levels of 
BJW. Tests indicated that the items have good validity (χ2/df = 4.73, 
CFI = 0.96, TLI = 0.95, RMSEA = 0.05).

3.2.3. Self-esteem
The Chinese version of the 10-item Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale 

(Rosenberg, 1965) was adopted to measure self-esteem. For each item 
(e.g., “I feel that I have many good qualities”), participants responded 
on a four-point Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (“strongly disagree”) 
to 4 (“strongly agree”). Higher scores indicated higher self-esteem. 
This scale has been used with good reliability and validity in a sample 
of Chinese migrant children (Xiong and Liu, 2020). In the current 
study, the items demonstrated good internal consistency and construct 
validity (Cronbach’s α = 0.80, χ2/df  = 4.42, CFI = 0.97, TLI = 0.95, 
RMSEA = 0.05; CR = 0.77).

3.2.4. Loneliness
The loneliness of migrant children was assessed using the 

Adolescence Loneliness Scale (Zou, 2003). Twenty-one items were 
used to measure pure loneliness (CR = 0.85, e.g., “I often feel rejected 
by my classmates”), perception of one’s social skills (CR = 0.82, e.g., “I 
make friends easily at school”), evaluation of current relationships 
(CR = 0.76, e.g., “I am always a loner in class”), and perception of 
unmet needs in important relationships (CR = 0.73, e.g., “I have no one 
to talk to in class”) on a scale from 1 (“not at all”) to 4 (“fully 
complete”). Higher scores represented more serious psychological 
distress. Originally, high scores of social ability perception represented 
a positive evaluation, and high scores of the other three dimensions 
represented negative evaluations. The dimension of social ability 
perception was thus reversed and added to the other three-dimension 

scores, while its average score was taken as the total loneliness score; 
the higher the score, the stronger the loneliness. In this study, the 
internal consistency coefficient of the questionnaire was 0.92. The 
scale showed good validity (χ2/df  = 4.89, CFI = 0.94, TLI = 0.93, 
RMSEA = 0.06).

3.3. Data analysis

Previous studies have shown that age, gender, one-child status, 
and grade affect individual loneliness (Hackett et al., 2012; Cole et al., 
2021; Lin et al., 2021). Therefore, these demographic variables were 
included as covariates in all models in the present study.

First, IBM SPSS 26 and AMOS 24 software were used to test the 
reliability and validity of the scales used (see Table 1). Second, IBM 
SPSS 26 was used for descriptive statistics and correlation analysis. 
Third, we used analyses of variance and post-test (least significant 
difference [LSD]) to explore differences in loneliness among 
demographic variables. Fourth, according to the moderated mediation 
effect analysis procedure recommended by Wen and Ye (2014), using 
Mplus software (which can obtain all the required results at one time, 
including the usual sequential test results and the bootstrap confidence 
interval), under the condition of controlling core demographic 
variables, the moderated mediation model was tested by adopting the 
nonparametric percentile bootstrap method with deviation correction. 
In order to further confirm the accuracy of the research results, the 
method of replacing the econometric model and reducing the sample 
size was used to test the robustness of the relationship between relative 
deprivation and loneliness. Moreover, in order to confirm whether the 
result of using the imputed sample (N = 1,261) is consistent with the 
result of using the unimputed sample, a robustness test was also 
conducted based on the unimputed sample (N = 773). Fifth, Harman’s 
one factor test, consisting of a preliminary factor analysis comprising 
all the items included in the questionnaire, was performed (Zhou and 
Long, 2004). In this study, 12 factors emerged from the factor analysis, 
while the first factor explained only 20% of the variance. This shows 
that the common method variance was restricted in our data. Finally, 
confirmatory factor analysis showed that the four-factor model in this 
study showed a very good fit (χ2/df  = 3.18; CFI = 0.99; TLI = 0.99; 
RMSEA = 0.04; SRMR = 0.01), confirming the structural validity of the 
measurement model.

FIGURE 1

Moderated mediation model of the present study.

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2023.1048164
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org


Xiong and Xu 10.3389/fpsyg.2023.1048164

Frontiers in Psychology 06 frontiersin.org

4. Results

4.1. Preliminary analysis

Table 2 presents the means, standard deviations, and correlations 
among relative deprivation, loneliness, self-esteem, and BJW. Among 
them, the means of relative deprivation, BJW, loneliness, and self-
esteem were 3.24 (SD = 0.95), 4.17 (SD = 0.94), 1.94 (SD = 0.60), and 
2.88 (SD = 0.50), respectively. As hypothesized, relative deprivation 
was positively correlated with loneliness and negatively correlated 
with self-esteem and BJW. Self-esteem was negatively correlated with 
loneliness and positively correlated with BJW. BJW was negatively 
correlated with relative deprivation. Additionally, in a one-way 
analysis of variance, there were significant differences in loneliness 
according to subjects’ age (F [5,1255] = 4.00, p < 0.05), and there were 
no significant differences in loneliness according to subjects’ gender 
(F [1,1259] = 1.57, p  > 0.05), only-child status (F [2,1258] = 1.65, 
p  > 0.05), and grade (F [6,1254] = 1.73, p  > 0.05). Meanwhile, 
according to post-test (LSD), the loneliness of 15-year-old migrant 
children was significantly higher than that of other ages. Overall, 

there was a general upward trend in loneliness with age (see 
Figure 2).

4.2. Mediating effect of self-esteem

We conducted a mediation analysis to test whether self-esteem 
mediated the effect of relative deprivation on loneliness in migrant 
children (see the model in Figure 1). All variables were standardized. 
Bootstrap estimates were based on 5,000 bootstrap samples. Table 3 
presents the results of the statistical mediation. When controlling for 
age, gender, only-child status, and grade, relative deprivation negatively 
predicted self-esteem (B = −0.22, t = −7.73, p < 0.001), and self-esteem 
negatively predicted loneliness (B  =  −0.42, t  =  −15.97, p < 0.001). 
Meanwhile, the direct relationship between relative deprivation and 
loneliness was also significant (B = 0.11, t = 3.97, p < 0.001). The bias-
corrected percentile bootstrap method indicated that the mediating 
effect of self-esteem was 0.09, and its 95% confidence interval did not 
contain 0 ([0.06, 0.12]). This indirect effect accounted for 46.06% of the 
total effect. Thus, Hypothesis 2 was supported.

TABLE 1 Scale dimensions reliability and validity.

Scale Dimension Cronbach’s α CR χ2/df CFI TLI RMSEA

Relative 

deprivation

0.92 4.85 0.96 0.95 0.06

Cognition of individual relative deprivation 0.70 0.71

The emotion of individual relative deprivation 0.80 0.81

Cognition of group relative deprivation 0.88 0.87

The emotion of group relative deprivation 0.83 0.89

Belief in a 

just world

0.88 4.73 0.96 0.95 0.05

Personal belief in a just world 0.85 0.85

General belief in a just world 0.79 0.78

Self-esteem 0.80 0.77 4.42 0.97 0.95 0.05

Loneliness 0.92 4.89 0.94 0.93 0.06

Pure loneliness 0.85 0.85

Perception of one’s social skills 0.81 0.82

Evaluation of current relationships 0.77 0.76

Perception of unmet needs in important relationships 0.75 0.73

N = 1,261. CR = composite reliability.

TABLE 2 Correlation statistical analyses.

Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

1. Age –

2. Gender −0.01 –

3. Only-child status 0.02 −0.05 –

4. Grade 0.16** −0.02 −0.03 –

5. Relative deprivation 0.22** −0.03 0.00 0.25** –

6. Belief in a just world −0.19** 0.03 0.02 −0.71** −0.39** –

7. Loneliness 0.08** −0.04 0.01 0.24** 0.24** −0.35** –

8. Self-esteem −0.07** 0.05 0.02 −0.28** −0.27** 0.37** −0.47** –

N = 1,261. *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001.
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4.3. Moderating effect of BJW

We examined whether the strength of the mediated relationships 
was contingent on BJW. Specifically, we  tested whether BJW 
moderated the effect of relative deprivation on self-esteem in the 
mediation models (see the model in Figure  1). The results of the 
analysis are presented in Table 4. After controlling for age, gender, 
only-child status, and grade, a significant effect of relative deprivation 

on self-esteem was observed (B = −0.59, t = −28.28, p < 0.001), and 
this effect was moderated by BJW (B = 0.23, t = 24.52, p < 0.001).

In order to illustrate the moderating effect more clearly, 
we conducted a simple slope analysis separately for low (one SD below 
the mean) and high (one SD above the mean) levels of BJW (Aiken and 
West, 1991; see Figure 3). The diagram revealed that the effect of relative 
deprivation on self-esteem was more potent for migrant children with 
high levels of BJW (simple slope  =  −0.22, t  =  −5.75, p < 0.001). In 
contrast, the link between relative deprivation and self-esteem became 
weaker when migrant children had a lower BJW (simple slope = −0.10, 
t = −2.68, p < 0.01). In other words, the predictive effect of relative 
deprivation on self-esteem increased with an increase in BJW. The effect 
of relative deprivation on self-esteem was more powerful for migrant 
children with a higher BJW than for children with a lower BJW.

In conclusion, BJW intensified the effect of relative deprivation on 
loneliness, with the mediating effect of self-esteem being stronger for 
migrant children with high BJW. Thus, Hypothesis 3 was partially 
supported. Figure 4 depicts the moderated mediation model and key 
path coefficients for migrant children in detail.

4.4. Robustness test

To enhance the reliability and robustness of the empirical results 
and for the sample data to better explain the relationship between 
relative deprivation and loneliness, this study further tests the findings’ 

FIGURE 2

A post-test (LSD) of age differences in loneliness.

TABLE 3 Testing the mediation effect of self-esteem.

Outcome (Y) Predictors 
(X)

Model summary B SE 95% CI

R R2 F

Loneliness 0.30 0.09 25.08***

Age 0.00 0.02 [−0.03, 0.03]

Gender −0.05 0.05 [−0.16, 0.05]

Only-child status 0.03 0.07 [−0.10, 0.16]

Grade 0.11*** 0.02 [0.08, 0.14]

RD 0.20*** 0.03 [0.14, 0.25]

Self-esteem 0.35 0.12 35.44***

Age −0.01 0.02 [−0.03, 0.04]

Gender 0.09 0.05 [−0.02, 0.19]

Only-child status 0.02 0.07 [−0.11, 0.15]

Grade −0.14*** 0.02 [−0.17, −0.11]

RD −0.22*** 0.03 [−0.27, −0.16]

Loneliness 0.49 0.24 67.63***

Age 0.00 0.02 [−0.03, 0.03]

Gender −0.02 0.05 [−0.11, 0.08]

Only-child status 0.04 0.06 [−0.08, 0.16]

Grade 0.05*** 0.02 [0.02, 0.08]

RD 0.11*** 0.03 [0.05, 0.16]

Self-esteem −0.42*** 0.03 [−0.47, −0.37]

Effect B Boot SE Boot LLCI Boot ULCI

Direct 0.11 0.03 0.00 0.05

Indirect 0.09 0.01 0.06 0.12

N = 1,261. RD, relative deprivation. Bootstrap sample size = 5,000. LL, low limit; CI, confidence interval; UL, upper limit. *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001.
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robustness by replacing the econometric model and reducing the 
sample size. (1) The substitution measurement model method (Tobit 
model) was adopted. Referring to Zhu’s (2020) research and other 
related studies, we used the Tobit model for regression estimation. As 
shown in Table 5, relative deprivation positively affects loneliness (LS) 
at the 1% level of significance, which is consistent with the original 
results and the main conclusion is still valid. (2) Next, we reduced the 
sample size (by 1%). By referring to Chen et al. (2022) research, 

we reduced the dependent variable (i.e., loneliness) by 1% at both ends 
and then re-estimated the benchmark model. After the sample size 
was changed via tail reduction, the test results remained consistent 
with the original results (see Table 6). This indicates that the results of 
the study are robust, that is, relative deprivation has a positive effect 
on the loneliness of migrant children.

Additionally, referring to Liao et al.’s (2022) research and other 
related studies, we conducted a robustness test on the unimputed 
sample (N = 773) using the PROCESS macro for SPSS software 
(Models 4 and 7; Hayes, 2013). The robustness test results reported in 
Tables 7, 8 support the previous results. As shown in Table 7, the direct 
relationship between relative deprivation and loneliness (B = 0.13, 
t = 3.69, p < 0.001) and the mediating effect of self-esteem (B = 0.09, 
p < 0.001, 95% CI: 0.06–0.12) remained significant. Therefore, the 
mediating role of self-esteem was confirmed. As shown in Table 8, the 
interaction between relative deprivation and BJW is significantly 
related to self-esteem (B = 0.22, t = 23.03, p < 0.001). In conclusion, 
BJW’s moderating effect on the relationship between relative 
deprivation and self-esteem is supported. The simple slope analysis in 
Figure 5 confirms that at a higher level of BJW, relative deprivation has 
a stronger predictive effect on self-esteem, compared with a lower 
BJW level. Therefore, the proposed mediation model was confirmed.

5. Discussion

The scale of China’s migrant population is expanding. Accordingly, 
the prevalence of mental health problems in this population should 

TABLE 4 Moderated mediation analysis results with belief in a just world as a moderator.

Outcome (Y) Predictors (X) Model summary B SE 95% CI

R R2 F

Self-esteem 0.40 0.16 34.91***

Age 0.06*** 0.02 [0.02, 0.09]

Gender 0.01 0.01 [−0.01, 0.03]

Only-child status −0.10*** 0.03 [−0.17, −0.05]

Grade −0.18*** 0.02 [−0.22, −0.15]

RD −0.59*** 0.04 [−0.66, −0.52]

BJW −0.04 0.03 [−0.09, 0.01]

RD × BJW 0.23*** 0.04 [0.19, 0.28]

Loneliness 0.49 0.24 67.63***

Age −0.04 0.03 [−0.10, 0.02]

Gender −0.03 0.03 [−0.09, 0.02]

Only-child status 0.06* 0.03 [0.00, 0.11]

Grade −0.04 0.04 [−0.11, 0.03]

RD 0.13*** 0.03 [0.07, 0.19]

Self-esteem −0.34*** 0.04 [−0.42, −0.26]

Effect BJW values B Boot SE Boot LLCI Boot ULCI

Indirect M-SD (3.23) 0.04 0.02 0.01 0.07

M (4.17) 0.07 0.01 0.04 0.09

M + SD (5.11) 0.09 0.02 0.06 0.12

N = 1,261. RD, relative deprivation; BJW, Belief in a Just World. Bootstrap sample size = 5,000. CI, confidence interval; LL, low limit; UL, upper limit. *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001.

FIGURE 3

Moderating effect of relative deprivation on the prediction of self-
esteem. RD, relative deprivation; BJW, belief in a just world.
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not be ignored, especially the occurrence of loneliness among migrant 
children. Migrant children are in a critical period of psychological 
development and require attention and protection (Chen et al., 2012; 
Pei and Liu, 2014). In the present study, we found that there were no 
differences in the loneliness of migrant children according to gender, 
only-child status, and grade; however, there was an overall rising trend 
of loneliness in tandem with age. The loneliness of migrant children 
aged 15 was significantly higher than that of other age groups. Having 
reached adolescence, 15-year-olds enter a peak period of loneliness. 
Studies have also shown that loneliness increases with age (Yang and 
Victor, 2011; Luhmann and Hawkley, 2016). Moderated mediation 
analysis showed that self-esteem partially mediated the association 
between relative deprivation and loneliness, and this effect was 
stronger for migrant children with a high BJW. These findings shed 

light on the potential mechanisms by which relative deprivation 
influences loneliness, while also providing insight into how to better 
help migrant children alleviate their loneliness and improve their 
mental health.

Consistent with previous studies, this study shows that relative 
deprivation has a positive predictive effect on loneliness. This finding 
supports social comparison theory. Migrant children perceive that 
they have fewer social support resources and social interaction 
resources through unreasonable social comparison with their peers, 
which induces loneliness and other negative emotional experiences 
(Fang et al., 2008). When migrant children follow their parents into 
urban life, their original social networks are broken, while new social 
networks take time to be set up in new cities and schools. This makes 
migrant children more concerned about their differences with their 

FIGURE 4

Moderated mediation model and key path coefficients for migrant children.

TABLE 5 Robustness test: replacing the econometric model.

Variable Loneliness

RD 0.209***

(0.038)

Age 0.004

(0.022)

Gender −0.087

(0.071)

Only-child status 0.029

(0.088)

Grade 0.122***

(0.022)

_cons −0.411

(0.296)

var(e. Loneliness) 1.235***

(0.081)

N 1,261

RD, relative deprivation. Standard errors in parentheses. *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001.

TABLE 6 Robustness test: narrowing the sample.

Variable Loneliness

RD 0.195***

(0.028)

Age 0.002

(0.017)

Gender −0.056

(0.053)

Only-child status 0.024

(0.066)

Grade 0.110***

(0.017)

_cons −0.293

(0.223)

N 1261.000

R2 0.092

R2_a 0.089

RD, relative deprivation. Standard errors in parentheses. *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001.

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2023.1048164
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org


Xiong and Xu 10.3389/fpsyg.2023.1048164

Frontiers in Psychology 10 frontiersin.org

peers and more likely to develop a sense of relative deprivation (Xiong 
et al., 2021b). That is, they are more likely to perceive they are at a 
disadvantage compared to their peer (i.e., reference) group (Walker 
and Smith, 2002; Xiong and Ye, 2016). Loneliness is one of the main 
manifestations of this relative deprivation (Liesl and Eleonora, 2006; 
Cacioppo and Hawkley, 2009).

Relative deprivation not only positively predicted the loneliness 
of migrant children, but also influenced the loneliness of migrant 
children through the mediation of self-esteem. This finding is 
consistent with previous studies (e.g., Xiong, 2015) indicating that 
self-esteem is an important path for relative deprivation’s influence on 
the loneliness of migrant children. In this study, migrant children 
perceived themselves to be in a disadvantageous position, compared 
with their urban peers, and did not feel accepted by them. Such a 
perception leads to a lack of positive self-evaluation and low self-
esteem (Fan et al., 2009; Xiong, 2015). Additionally, sociometer theory 
posits that migrant children are unable to receive positive comments 
to maintain and enhance their self-esteem under adverse social 
comparisons. Therefore, low self-esteem is not conducive for migrant 
children to maintain good social relations and develop a sense of 
group belonging. Thus, they feel a strong sense of loneliness (Leary, 
2003; Leary, 2005; Zhang and Li, 2009). Self-esteem is an individual’s 
internal response to the sense of belonging to a group; thus, the lack 
of this sense of belonging enhances the individual’s sense of loneliness 
and affects their mental health (Leary et al., 1995b; Zhao et al., 2013; 

Waller, 2020). Overall, in the present study, self-esteem was identified 
as the underlying mechanism through which relative deprivation 
influenced migrant children’s loneliness.

Contrary to our hypothesis, BJW exacerbated the negative effects 
of relative deprivation on loneliness. Specifically, compared with 
migrant children with a low BJW, migrant children with a high BJW 
exhibited a stronger connection between relative deprivation and self-
esteem. Contrary to our expectations, BJW did not alleviate the 
negative effect of relative deprivation on migrant children’s self-
esteem. Instead, it intensified the negative impact of relative 
deprivation. Although studies have found that BJW may protect 
children from mental health problems (e.g., low self-esteem), 
especially relative deprivation (Otto et al., 2006; Alves and Correia, 
2013; Tian, 2016), the results of our study and those of others (e.g., 
김은하 et al., 2018; Kim and Park, 2018) do not support the protective 
effect of BJW. One possible explanation is that migrant children with 
high BJW may attribute negative situations (e.g., unfair treatment) to 
their abilities or internal weakness (Crocker and Major, 2003; Major 
et al., 2007), thus increasing the harmful effects of relative deprivation 
on self-esteem caused by negative social comparison.

These findings are also in line with the worldview verification 
model (Major et al., 2007; Townsend et al., 2010). Worldviews help 
human beings understand the social world’s basic demands and makes 
them feel valuable (Hogg, 2001; Fiske, 2004). Therefore, when the 
actual situation or their experience is consistent with the worldview 

TABLE 7 Robustness test: testing the mediation effect of self-esteem.

Outcome (Y) Predictors (X) Model summary B SE 95% CI

R R2 F

Loneliness 0.32 0.10 16.93***

Age 0.02 0.02 [−0.02,0.07]

Gender 0.03 0.07 [−0.11, 0.17]

Only-child status 0.05 0.08 [−0.12, 0.22]

Grade 0.10*** 0.02 [0.06, 0.15]

RD 0.21*** 0.04 [0.14, 0.29]

Self-esteem 0.35 0.12 21.52***

Age −0.01 0.02 [−0.05, 0.04]

Gender 0.09 0.07 [−0.05, 0.23]

Only-child status 0.06 0.08 [−0.10, 0.24]

Grade −0.14*** 0.02 [−0.17, −0.09]

RD −0.23*** 0.04 [−0.30, −0.16]

Loneliness 0.49 0.24 39.81***

Age 0.02 0.02 [−0.02, 0.06]

Gender 0.07 0.06 [−0.06, 0.20]

Only-child status 0.07 0.08 [−0.08, 0.23]

Grade 0.05* 0.02 [0.01, 0.09]

RD 0.13*** 0.03 [0.06, 0.19]

Self-esteem −0.38*** 0.03 [−0.45, −0.32]

Effect B Boot SE Boot LLCI Boot ULCI

Direct 0.13 0.03 0.00 0.06

Indirect 0.09 0.02 0.06 0.12

N = 1,261. RD, relative deprivation. Bootstrap sample size = 5,000. LL, low limit; CI, confidence interval; UL, upper limit. *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001.
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(i.e., when the individual’s worldview is confirmed), the individual’s 
sense of certainty and security increases and positively impacts their 
development and growth. In contrast, when their worldview is 
threatened, the individual will experience pain, which is not conducive 
to individual growth (Greenberg et al., 1997; Kaiser et al., 2004; Lucas 
et al., 2016).

According to the worldview verification model, as migrant 
children with a low BJW believe that their world is unfair, their 
perception of relative deprivation confirms their worldview to a 
certain extent. On the contrary, relative deprivation threatens the 
worldview of migrant children with a high BJW. The power of a 
particular worldview determines the degree of negative effects 
experienced by the individual when such worldview is threatened. 
When the actual situation and experience are inconsistent with their 
worldview, individuals will experience a strong psychological threat. 
Therefore, in the case of relative deprivation, those with a high BJW 
will experience high self-esteem. In other words, migrant children 
who firmly believe that the world is fair and equitable are at a greater 
risk of being negatively affected by relative deprivation.

This study is helpful for people to better understand the 
relationship between relative deprivation and loneliness and its 
potential mechanisms. First, the results fit the sociometer theory and 
the worldview verification model. They also confirm the hypothesized 
moderating and mediating processes in the association between 
relative deprivation and loneliness (Major et al., 2007; Thomaes et al., 
2010). On the one hand, it shows that self-esteem is a mediation 
mechanism between relative deprivation and loneliness among 
migrant children. On the other hand, BJW intensifies the negative 

effect of relative deprivation on self-esteem, while relative deprivation 
has a greater impact on the self-esteem of migrant children with high 
BJW. This confirms the different mechanisms of BJW in negative 
psychology, which aligns with the worldview verification model. 
Among them, it is noteworthy that BJW did not play a buffering role 
but aggravated the impact of relative deprivation on the loneliness of 
migrant children. These results may also be  owed to culture. For 
instance, Chinese people generally believe that the world is just, 
orderly, and equal and that everyone gets what they deserve (Major 
et  al., 2002; O’Brien and Major, 2005). However, in westernized 
capitalist countries, the dominant ideology is elitism. In other words, 
the differences in social status can be explained or proved according 
to the advantages and entitlement of individuals (e.g., the American 
Dream; Plaut et al., 2002; Major et al., 2007). When faced with a sense 
of relative deprivation, recognizing this elitism helps people rationalize 
unreasonable treatment and status differences, thereby helping 
maintain the stability of the status quo (Hafer and Olson, 1989; Major 
et  al., 2007). In summary, this study provides a comprehensive 
understanding of how relative deprivation affects migrant children’s 
loneliness and the role of BJW in this relationship.

Additionally, some practical implications can be drawn from this 
study. First, we observed that relative deprivation positively affected 
migrant children’s loneliness and that this effect may increase with age. 
Therefore, schools, parents, and teachers should pay attention to the 
psychological adaptation and loneliness of migrant children as they 
enter high school and carry out educational interventions, such as 
thematic class meetings and weekly psychological notes (Hu, 2002). 
Second, self-esteem is an important mechanism in the relationship 

TABLE 8 Robustness test: moderated mediation analysis results with BJW as a moderator.

Outcome (Y) Predictors (X) Model summary B SE 95% CI

R R2 F

Self-esteem 0.42 0.17 23.15***

Age −0.01 0.02 [−0.05,0.04]

Gender 0.09 0.07 [−0.04,0.23]

Only-child status 0.02 0.08 [−0.14,0.19]

Grade −0.00 0.03 [−0.06,0.05]

RD −0.16*** 0.04 [−0.24, −0.09]

BJW 0.33*** 0.05 [0.23,0.43]

RD × BJW 0.22*** 0.10 [0.21, 0.25]

Loneliness 0.49 0.24 39.81***

Age 0.02 0.02 [−0.02,0.06]

Gender 0.07 0.06 [−0.06,0.19]

Only-child status 0.07 0.08 [−0.08,0.23]

Grade 0.05* 0.02 [0.01,0.09]

RD 0.13*** 0.03 [0.06, 0.19]

Self-esteem −0.39*** 0.03 [−0.45, −0.32]

Effect BJW values B Boot SE Boot LLCI Boot ULCI

Indirect M-SD (3.23) 0.03 0.02 0.01 0.07

M (4.17) 0.06 0.02 0.04 0.09

M + SD (5.11) 0.10 0.02 0.06 0.12

N = 1,261. RD, relative deprivation; BJW, Belief in a Just World. Bootstrap sample size = 5,000. CI, confidence interval; LL, low limit; UL, upper limit. *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001.
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between relative deprivation and loneliness; thus migrant children 
themselves can enhance their self-esteem through self-referential tasks 
and psychological counseling and counseling services (Maricuoiu 
et al., 2019). Third, good social relationships help individuals feel 
recognized and accepted, as well as to form their own positive self-
evaluations, thereby satisfying their need for self-esteem and reducing 
the experience of loneliness. Therefore, good parent–child 
relationships and harmonious teacher-student relationships facilitated 
by parents, teachers, and other elders serve as psychological support 
for migrant children. Conversely, integration groups for migrant 
children and non-migrant children can be established to encourage 
both sides understand and accept each other, as well as to help migrant 
children rebuild their social networks and enhance their sense of 
belonging (Zhang and Gai, 2012). Fourthly, we think it is necessary to 
carry out cognitive interventions on migrant children’s BJW. However, 
BJW is a double-edged sword. A very high level of BJW may affect 
migrant children’s understanding of the real world and lead to a strong 
sense of psychological threat. It may also make individuals more 
indifferent to their own predicaments and less likely to actively 
participate in changing them. On the contrary, a very low level of BJW 
is detrimental to an individual’s outlook and values. Therefore, it is 
necessary for schools, teachers, and parents to integrate dialectical 
thinking into the daily learning of migrant children, guide them in 
facing the real world, establish a correct concept of fairness, avoid 
treating justice and injustice from an isolated and one-sided 
perspective, and change their unfavorable situation by stimulating and 
mobilizing their subjective initiative. Additionally, a good social, 
school, and family environment can provide strong support for 
migrant children’s mental health. Therefore, the government and 
society should also pay attention to migrant children. Through policy 
guidance, life guidance, and grid management, it is possible to 
establish a good social atmosphere, improve care for the migrant 
population, and promote the formation of a positive and fair 
worldview among migrant children (Liao, 2018; Chen, 2019).

Despite the theoretical and practical implications discussed above, 
the current study had several possible limitations that warrant further 
exploration and research in the future. First, this research was 
conducted in a special group (i.e., migrant children), and there may 
be some applicability problems when extending it to other groups. 

We hope that different sample groups can be studied in future studies, 
given the different opinions on the moderating effect of BJW in other 
studies (Dalbert, 1999; Major et al., 2007; Sadiq and Bashir, 2015; Kim 
and Park, 2018), different ages and groups should be investigated. 
Second, given the contradictory results of different studies on BJW 
and its moderating role, future research can divide BJW into more 
detailed factors, such as personal belief in justice and social justice or 
individual and general BJW. Given the different dimensions of BJW 
and the various theoretical concepts involved, future research should 
explore the effect of different BJW dimensions on individual mental 
health and the moderating effect between relative deprivation, self-
esteem, and mental health. Third, there may be other relevant variables 
that can affect the relationship between relative deprivation and 
loneliness among migrant children. Future studies could examine 
other related variables to explore whether BJW also has an impact on 
the relationship between relative deprivation and loneliness of migrant 
children, and whether there are other related variables that affect the 
mental health of migrant children. Fourth, as this was a cross-sectional 
study, it is difficult to draw inferences regarding causality. Future 
research in this direction should use longitudinal or experimental 
methods to clarify the relationship between relative deprivation and 
loneliness, especially the influence of self-esteem and BJW.

6. Conclusion

The current study expands the current understanding of the 
mechanisms underlying the effect of relative deprivation on migrant 
children’s loneliness by examining the mediating role of self-esteem 
and the moderating role of BJW. Specifically, the results show that after 
controlling for age, gender, only-child status, and grade, relative 
deprivation was significantly and positively correlated with migrant 
children’s loneliness, and this connection could be mediated by self-
esteem. Moreover, the first part of the indirect effect of self-esteem on 
this link was moderated by BJW. These effects were stronger for 
migrant children with higher levels of BJW. This study reminds us that 
we should pay attention to the mental health problems of migrant 
children and implement corresponding intervention measures, 
particularly for those who experience loneliness.

Data availability statement

The raw data supporting the conclusions of this article will 
be made available by the authors, without undue reservation.

Ethics statement

The studies involving human participants were reviewed and 
approved by Ethics Committee of Academic Research at Yangtze 
University. Written informed consent to participate in this study was 
provided by the participants’ legal guardian/next of kin.

Author contributions

MX conceived and designed the study, performed the survey, and 
authored and reviewed drafts of the manuscript. WX analyzed the 

FIGURE 5

Robustness test: The moderating effect of relative deprivation on the 
prediction of self-esteem. RD, relative deprivation; BJW, belief in a 
just world.

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2023.1048164
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org


Xiong and Xu 10.3389/fpsyg.2023.1048164

Frontiers in Psychology 13 frontiersin.org

data, prepared figures and tables, and wrote it into the article. All 
authors contributed to the article and approved the submitted version.

Funding

This research was supported by a grant from the Key Project of 
Educational Science Planning of Hubei Province (no. 2022GA028) 
in China.

Acknowledgments

We thank all of the primary school and junior high school 
students who participated in our study. We also would like to thank 
Editage for their professional English language editing and polishing.

Conflict of interest

The authors declare that the research was conducted in the 
absence of any commercial or financial relationships that could 
be construed as a potential conflict of interest.

Publisher’s note

All claims expressed in this article are solely those of the authors 
and do not necessarily represent those of their affiliated organizations, 
or those of the publisher, the editors and the reviewers.  
Any product that may be evaluated in this article, or claim that may 
be made by its manufacturer, is not guaranteed or endorsed by the  
publisher.

References
Aiken, L. S., and West, S. G. (1991). Multiple regression: Testing and interpreting 

interactions. Newbury Park: Sage Publications.

Alasmawi, K., Mann, F., Lewis, G., White, S., Mezey, G., and Lloyd-Evans, B. (2020). 
To what extent does severity of loneliness vary among different mental health diagnostic 
groups: a cross-sectional study. Int. J. Ment. Health Nurs. 29, 921–934. doi: 10.1111/
inm.12727

Alves, H., and Correia, I. (2013). The buffering-boosting hypothesis of the expression 
of general and personal belief in a just world for successes and failures. Soc. Psychol. 44, 
390–397. doi: 10.1027/1864-9335/a000151

Begue, L. (2005). Self-esteem regulation in threatening social comparison: the roles 
of belief in a just world and self-efficacy. Soc. Behav. Personal. Int. J. 33, 69–76. doi: 
10.2224/sbp.2005.33.1.69

Berber Çelik, Ç., and Odacı, H. (2020). Does child abuse have an impact on self-
esteem, depression, anxiety and stress conditions of individuals? Int. J. Soc. Psychiatry 
66, 171–178. doi: 10.1177/0020764019894618

Beshai, S., Mishra, S., Meadows, T. J., Parmar, P., and Huang, V. (2017). Minding the 
gap: subjective relative deprivation and depressive symptoms. Soc. Sci. Med. 173, 18–25. 
doi: 10.1016/j.socscimed.2016.11.021

Cacioppo, J. T., and Hawkley, L. C. (2009). Perceived social isolation and cognition. 
Trends Cogn. Sci. 13, 447–454. doi: 10.1016/j.tics.2009.06.005

Cacioppo, J. T., Hawkley, L. C., Ernst, J. M., Burleson, M., Berntson, G. G., Nouriani, B., 
et al. (2006a). Loneliness within a nomological net: an evolutionary perspective. J. Res. 
Pers. 40, 1054–1085. doi: 10.1016/j.jrp.2005.11.007

Cacioppo, J. T., Hughes, M. E., Waite, L. J., Hawkley, L. C., and Thisted, R. A. (2006b). 
Loneliness as a specific risk factor for depressive symptoms: cross-sectional and 
longitudinal analyses. Psychol. Aging 21, 140–151. doi: 10.1037/0882-7974.21.1.140

Caqueo-Urízar, A., Atencio, D., Flores, J., Narea, M., Urzúa, A., and Irarrázaval, M. 
(2021). Mental health in immigrant children and adolescents in northern Chile mental 
health in immigrant children and adolescents. J. Immigr. Minor. Health 23, 280–288. doi: 
10.1007/s10903-020-01113-3

Carifio, J., and Nasser, R. (2012). Belief in a just world and depression in elderly 
nursinghome residents. Work 43, 303–312. doi: 10.3233/WOR-2012-1371

Caspi, A., Harrington, H., Moffitt, T. E., Milne, B. J., and Poulton, R. (2006). Socially 
isolated children 20 years later: risk of cardiovascular disease. Arch. Pediatr. Adolesc. 
Med. 160, 805–811. doi: 10.1001/archpedi.160.8.805

Chen, J. (2019). Legislation to protect the rights and interests of floating population 
– interpretation of Fujian Province floating population service management regulations. 
People’s Political Scene 10, 42–43.

Chen, Y. Y., and Feng, S. Z. (2013). Access to public schools and the education of 
migrant children in China. China Econ. Rev. 26, 75–88. doi: 10.1016/j.chieco.2013.04.007

Chen, Y., Kang, W. Y., and Yao, Y. S. (2012). Research progress on the relationship 
between life event coping style and adolescent mental health. Chin. J. School Health 2, 
254–256. doi: 10.16835/j.cnki.1000-9817.2012.02.064

Chen, Q. Y., Lin, S. T., and Zhang, X. (2022). The effect of China’s incentive policies 
for technological innovation: incentivizing quantity or quality. China Ind. Econ. 4, 
79–96. doi: 10.19581/j.cnki.ciejournal.2020.04.004

Chen, L. H., Su, S. B., Li, X. M., Tam, C. C., and Lin, D. H. (2014). Perceived 
discrimination, schooling arrangements and psychological adjustments of rural-to-
urban migrant children in Beijing, China. Health Psychol. Behav. Med. 2, 713–722. doi: 
10.1080/21642850.2014.919865

Cheung, N. W. T. (2014). Social stress, locality of social ties and mental well-being: 
the case of rural migrant adolescents in urban China. Health Place 27, 142–154. doi: 
10.1016/j.healthplace.2014.01.013

Cole, A., Bond, C., Qualter, P., and Maes, M. (2021). A systematic review of the 
development and psychometric properties of loneliness measures for children and 
adolescents. Int. J. Environ. Res. Public Health 18:3285. doi: 10.3390/ijerph18063285

Corning, A. F. (2002). Self-esteem as a moderator between perceived discrimination 
and psychological distress among women. J. Couns. Psychol. 49, 117–126. doi: 
10.1037//0022-0167.49.1.117

Creed, P. A., and Reynolds, J. (2001). Economic deprivation, experiential deprivation 
and social loneliness in unemployed and employed youth. J. Community Appl. Soc. 
Psychol. 11, 167–178. doi: 10.1002/casp.612

Creemers, D. H., Scholte, R. H., Engels, R. C., Prinstein, M. J., and Wiers, R. W. (2012). 
Implicit and explicit self-esteem as concurrent predictors of suicidal ideation, depressive 
symptoms, and loneliness. J. Behav. Ther. Exp. Psychiatry 43, 638–646. doi: 10.1016/j.
jbtep.2011.09.006

Crocker, J., and Major, B. (2003). The self-protective properties of stigma: evolution 
of a modern classic. Psychol. Inq. 14, 232–237. doi: 10.2307/1449681

Crosby, F. (1976). A model of egoistic deprivation. Psychol. Rev. 83, 85–113. doi: 
10.1037/0033-295X.83.2.85

Dalbert, C. (1999). The world is more just for me than generally: about the personal 
belief in a just world scale’s validity. Soc. Justice Res 12, 79–98. doi: 
10.1023/A:1022091609047

Dalbert, C. (2001). The justice motive as a personal resource. Springer US: Kluwer 
Academic/Plenum.

Dalbert, C. (2002). Beliefs in a just world as a buffer against anger. Soc. Justice Res. 15, 
123–145. doi: 10.1023/A:1019919822628

Dalbert, C., and Donat, M. (2015). “Belief in a just world,” in International 
Encyclopedia of the Social & Behavioral Sciences (2nd ed.). ed. J. D. Wright (Oxford: 
Elsevier), 487–492.

Dalbert, C., and Stoeber, J. (2005). The belief in a just world and distress at school. Soc. 
Psychol. Educ. 8, 123–135. doi: 10.1007/s11218-005-1835-2

Dalbert, C., and Stoeber, J. (2006). The personal belief in a just world and domain-
specific beliefs about justice at school and in the family: a longitudinal study with 
adolescents. Int. J. Behav. Dev. 30, 200–207. doi: 10.1177/0165025406063638

De la Sablonniere, R., Tougas, F., and Lortie-Lussier, M. (2009). Dramatic social 
change in Russia and Mongolia: connecting relative deprivation and social identity. J. 
Cross-Cult. Psychol. 40, 327–348. doi: 10.1177/0022022108330986

Demakakos, P., Nunn, S., and Nazroo, J. (2006). “Loneliness, relative deprivation and 
life satisfaction” in Retirement, health and relationships of the older population in England. 
eds. J. Banks, E. Breeze, C. Less and J. Nazroo (London: Institute for Fiscal Studies), 
297–337.

Dixon, D., Cruess, S., Kilbourn, K., Klimas, N., Fletcher, M. A., Ironson, G., et al. 
(2001). Social support mediates loneliness and human herpes virus type 6 (HHV-6) 
antibody titers. J. Appl. Soc. Psychol. 31, 1111–1132. doi: 10.1111/j.1559-1816.2001.
tb02665.x

Dixon, S. K., and Kurpius, S. E. R. (2008). Depression and college stress among 
university undergraduates: do mattering and self-esteem make a difference? J. Coll. Stud. 
Dev. 49, 412–424. doi: 10.1353/csd.0.0024

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2023.1048164
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://doi.org/10.1111/inm.12727
https://doi.org/10.1111/inm.12727
https://doi.org/10.1027/1864-9335/a000151
https://doi.org/10.2224/sbp.2005.33.1.69
https://doi.org/10.1177/0020764019894618
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.socscimed.2016.11.021
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tics.2009.06.005
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jrp.2005.11.007
https://doi.org/10.1037/0882-7974.21.1.140
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10903-020-01113-3
https://doi.org/10.3233/WOR-2012-1371
https://doi.org/10.1001/archpedi.160.8.805
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chieco.2013.04.007
https://doi.org/10.16835/j.cnki.1000-9817.2012.02.064
https://doi.org/10.19581/j.cnki.ciejournal.2020.04.004
https://doi.org/10.1080/21642850.2014.919865
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.healthplace.2014.01.013
https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph18063285
https://doi.org/10.1037//0022-0167.49.1.117
https://doi.org/10.1002/casp.612
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jbtep.2011.09.006
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jbtep.2011.09.006
https://doi.org/10.2307/1449681
https://doi.org/10.1037/0033-295X.83.2.85
https://doi.org/10.1023/A:1022091609047
https://doi.org/10.1023/A:1019919822628
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11218-005-1835-2
https://doi.org/10.1177/0165025406063638
https://doi.org/10.1177/0022022108330986
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1559-1816.2001.tb02665.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1559-1816.2001.tb02665.x
https://doi.org/10.1353/csd.0.0024


Xiong and Xu 10.3389/fpsyg.2023.1048164

Frontiers in Psychology 14 frontiersin.org

Dzuka, J., and Dalbert, C. (2010). Mental health and personality of Slovak unemployed 
adolescents: the impact of belief in a just world. J. Appl. Soc. Psychol. 32, 732–757. doi: 
10.1111/j.1559-1816.2002.tb00240.x

Eibner, C., Sturn, R., and Gresenz, C. R. (2004). Does relative deprivation predict the 
need for mental health services? J. Mental Health Policy Econ. 7, 167–175.

Elgar, F. J., Baranek, H., Saul, G., and Napoletano, A. (2013). Relative deprivation and 
mental health in Canadian adolescents. Int. J. Clin. Psychiatry Mental Health 1, 33–40. 
doi: 10.12970/2310-8231.2013.01.01.4

Euteneuer, F. (2014). Subjective social status and health. Curr. Opin. Psychiatry 27, 
337–343. doi: 10.1097/YCO.0000000000000083

Fan, X. H., Fang, X. Y., Liu, Y., Lin, X. Y., and Lan, J. (2012). The effect of social support 
and social identity on the relationship between perceived discrimination and socio-
cultural adjustment among Chinese migrant children. Acta Psychol. Sin. 44, 647–663. 
doi: 10.3724/SP.J.1041.2012.00647

Fan, X. H., Fang, X. Y., Liu, Q. X., and Liu, Y. (2009). A social adaptation comparison 
of migrant children, rear children, and ordinary children. J. Beijing Normal Univ. (Social 
Sci.) 215, 33–40. doi: 10.3969/j.issn.1002-0209.2009.05.005

Fang, X. Y., Fan, X. H., and Liu, Y. (2008). Perceived discrimination and loneliness: 
moderating effects of coping style among migrant children. Psychol. Dev. Educ. 4, 93–99.

Feather, N. T. (1991). Human values, global self-esteem, and belief in a just world. J. 
Pers. 59, 83–107. doi: 10.1111/j.1467-6494.1991.tb00769.x

Festinger, L. (1954). A theory of social comparison processes. Hum. Relat. 7, 117–140. 
doi: 10.1177/001872675400700202

Fiske, S. T. (2004). Social beings: A core motives approach to social psychology. New 
York: John Wiley & Sons.

Furnham, A. (2003). Belief in a just world: research progress over the past decade. 
Personal. Individ. Differ. 34, 795–817. doi: 10.1016/S0191-8869(02)00072-7

Gong, F., Xu, J., and Takeuchi, D. (2012). Beyond conventional socioeconomic status: 
examining subjective and objective social status with self-reported health among Asian 
immigrants. J. Behav. Med. 35, 407–419. doi: 10.1007/s10865-011-9367-z

Greenberg, J., Solomon, S., and Pyszczynski, T. (1997). “Terror management theory 
of self-esteem and cultural worldviews: empirical assessments and conceptual 
refinements” in Advances in experimental social psychology. ed. M. P. Zanna, vol. 29 (New 
York: Academic Press), 61–139.

Gu, M. X., Zheng, X., and Qiu, L. H. (2010). A review of psychological research on 
migrant children. Psychol. Sci. 33, 910–912.

Hackett, R. A., Hamer, M., Endrighi, R., Brydon, L., and Steptoe, A. (2012). Loneliness 
and stress-related inflammatory and neuroendocrine responses in older men and 
women. Psychoneuroendocrinology 37, 1801–1809. doi: 10.1016/j.psyneuen.2012.03.016

Hafer, C. L. (2000). Investment in long-term goals and commitment to just means 
drive the need to believe in a just world. Personality Social Psychol. Bull. 26, 1059–1073. 
doi: 10.1177/01461672002611004

Hafer, C. L., and Olson, J. M. (1989). Beliefs in a just world and reactions to personal 
deprivation. J. Pers. 57, 799–823. doi: 10.1111/j.1467-6494.1989.tb00495.x

Hawkley, L. C., and Cacioppo, J. T. (2010). Loneliness matters: a theoretical and 
empirical review of consequences and mechanisms. Ann. Behav. Med. 40, 218–227. doi: 
10.1007/s12160-010-9210-8

Hayes, A. F. (2013). Introduction to mediation, moderation, and conditional process 
analysis: A regression-based approach. New York: Guilford Press.

Hogg, M. A. (2001). “Self-categorization and subjective uncertainty resolution: 
cognitive and motivational facets of social identity and group membership” in The social 
mind: Cognitive and motivational aspects of interpersonal behavior. eds. J. P. Forgas, K. D. 
Williams and L. Wheeler (New York: Cambridge University Press), 323–349.

Hou, S., Fang, X. Y., Liu, Y., and Lin, X. Y. (2012). The relationship between stress 
coping, depression and social anxiety among migrant children: a longitudinal study. 
Psychol. Dev. Educ. 28, 283–291. doi: 10.16187/j.cnki.issn1001-4918.2012.03.004

Hu, J. (2002). Problems and educational intervention of floating population children's 
mental health. Educ. Sci. Res. 11, 52–53.

International Organization for Migration (2019). World migration report 2020 2. 
Geneva: IOM.

James, W. (1890). The principles of psychology. New York: Henry Holt and Company.

Jiang, H. B., Gui, C., and Ting, W. (2017). Relationship between belief in a just world 
and internet altruistic behavior in a sample of Chinese undergraduates: multiple 
mediating roles of gratitude and self-esteem. Personal. Individ. Differ. 104, 493–498. doi: 
10.1016/j.paid.2016.09.005

Jiang, B., and Shen, Q. Q. (2019). The influence mechanism of peer attachment on 
school adaptation of migrant children. J. Soochow Univ. (Educ. Sci. Ed.) 7, 102–111. doi: 
10.19563/j.cnki.sdjk.2019.03.009

Jiang, J., Wang, R., and Zhang, W. (2003). A study on belief in a just world and 
subjective well-being of “ant tribe”. Psychol. Dev. Educ. 2, 208–213. doi: 10.16187/j.cnki.
issn1001-4918.2013.02.013

Jiang, F., Yue, X., Lu, S., Yu, G., and Zhu, F. (2016). How belief in a just world benefits 
mental health: the effects of optimism and gratitude. Soc. Indic. Res. 126, 411–423. doi: 
10.1007/s11205-015-0877-x

Jin, L. (2016). Migration, relative deprivation, and psychological well-being in China. 
Am. Behav. Sci. 60, 750–770. doi: 10.1177/0002764216632826

Kaiser, C. R., Vick, S. B., and Major, B. (2004). A prospective investigation of the 
relationship between just-world beliefs and the desire for revenge after September 11, 
2001. Psychol. Sci. 15, 503–506. doi: 10.1111/j.0956-7976.2004.00709.x

Kim, E., and Park, H. (2018). Perceived gender discrimination, belief in a just world, 
self-esteem, and depression in Korean working women: a moderated mediation model. 
Women's Stud. Int. Forum 69, 143–150. doi: 10.1016/j.wsif.2018. 
06.006

Kirkbride, J. B., Jones, P. B., Ullrich, S., and Coid, J. W. (2014). Social deprivation, 
inequality, and the neighborhood-level incidence of psychotic syndromes in East 
London. Schizophr. Bull. 40, 169–180. doi: 10.1093/schbul/sbs151

Kirova, A. (2001). Loneliness in immigrant children: implications for classroom 
practice. Child. Educ. 77, 260–267. doi: 10.1080/00094056.2001.10521648

Kosaka, K., Ishida, A., and Hamada, H.University, K. G (2013). A formal-theoretic 
approach to China puzzles: an application of relative deprivation theory “unhappy 
growth” and differential “migrant workers” subjective well-being. China Urban Studies  
355–372.

Kuo, B. C., Huang, S., Li, X., and Lin, D. (2021). Self-esteem, resilience, social support, 
and acculturative stress as predictors of loneliness in Chinese internal migrant children: 
a model-testing longitudinal study. J. Psychol. 155, 387–405. doi: 
10.1080/00223980.2021.1891854

La Sablonnière, R., and Tougas, F. (2008). Relative deprivation and social identity in 
times of dramatic social change: the case of nurses. J. Appl. Soc. Psychol. 38, 2293–2314. 
doi: 10.1111/j.1559-1816.2008.00392

Lagacé, M. (2003). Identité, privation relative et désengagement: de l'effet des stéréotypes 
sur la base de l'âge. Doctoral dissertation University of Ottawa (Canada).

Lan, T., Jia, X. J., and Liu, X. (2018). How belief in a just world might shape responses 
to discrimination: a case study of left-behind children in China. Int. J. Soc. Psychiatry 64, 
266–275. doi: 10.1177/0020764018760951

Laurin, K., Fitzsimons, G. M., and Kay, A. C. (2011). Social disadvantage and the self-
regulatory function of justice beliefs. J. Pers. Soc. Psychol. 100, 149–171. doi: 10.1037/
a0021343

Leary, M. R. (2003). Commentary on self-esteem as an interpersonal monitor: the 
sociometer hypothesis (1995). Psychol. Inq. 14, 270–274. doi: 10.1207/
S15327965PLI1403&4_15

Leary, M. R. (2005). Sociometer theory and the pursuit of relational value: getting 
to the root of self-esteem. Eur. Rev. Soc. Psychol. 16, 75–111. doi: 10.1080/ 
10463280540000007

Leary, M. R., Schreindorfer, L. S., and Haupt, A. L. (1995a). The role of self-esteem in 
emotional and behavioral problems: why is low self-esteem dysfunctional? J. Soc. Clin. 
Psychol. 14, 297–314. doi: 10.1521/jscp.1995.14.3.297

Leary, M. R., Tambor, E. S., Terdal, S. K., and Downs, D. L. (1995b). Self-esteem as an 
interpersonal monitor: the sociometer hypothesis. J. Pers. Soc. Psychol. 68, 518–530. doi: 
10.1037/0022-3514.68.3.518

Lerner, M. J. (1980). The belief in a just world (pp. 9–30). New York: Springer.

Lerner, M. J. (1997). What does the belief in a just world protect us from: the dread of 
death or the fear of understanding suffering? Psychol. Inq. 8, 29–32. doi: 10.1207/
s15327965pli0801_5

Lerner, M. J., and Miller, D. T. (1978). Just world research and the attribution process: 
looking back and ahead. Psychol. Bull. 85, 1030–1051. doi: 10.1037/0033-2909.85.5.1030

Levesque, R. J. R. (2016). “Belief in a just world” in Encyclopedia of adolescence. ed. R. 
Levesque (Switzerland: Springer Cham), 1–3.

Li, N. (2008). An analysis of the “relative deprivation” of migrant workers’ children. J. 
Tangshan Norm. Univ. 30, 121–124.

Liang, L. C., and Bian, Y. F. (2011). “The relationship between perceived trust and 
mental health in migrant children: the mediating role of self-esteem” in 90th Anniversary 
Conference of Chinese Psychological Society & National Academic Conference on 
Psychology. eds. Y. F. Yang and D. M. Miao (Xi’an: Chinese Psychological Society), 189.

Liao, A. D. (2018). Service management and welfare security of floating population: 
current situation, problems and reflections. Future Dev. 7, 17–26. doi: 10.3969/j.
issn.1003-0166.2018.07.004

Liao, H., Liang, R., He, H., Huang, Y., and Liu, M. (2022). Work stress, burnout, 
occupational commitment, and social support among Chinese pediatric nurses: a 
moderated mediation model. J. Pediatr. Nurs. 67, e16–e23. doi: 10.1016/j.
pedn.2022.10.009

Liesl, M. H., and Eleonora, G. (2006). The clinical significance of loneliness: a 
literature review. Clin. Psychol. Rev. 26, 695–718. doi: 10.1016/j.cpr.2006.04.002

Lim, M., and Yang, Y. (2019). Upward social comparison and Facebook users’ 
grandiosity: examining the effect of envy on loneliness and subjective well-being. Online 
Inf. Rev. 43, 635–652. doi: 10.1108/OIR-04-2017-0137

Lin, S., Falbo, T., Qu, W., Wang, Y., and Feng, X. (2021). Chinese only children and 
loneliness: stereotypes and realities. Am. J. Orthopsychiatry 91, 531–544. doi: 10.1037/
ort0000554

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2023.1048164
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1559-1816.2002.tb00240.x
https://doi.org/10.12970/2310-8231.2013.01.01.4
https://doi.org/10.1097/YCO.0000000000000083
https://doi.org/10.3724/SP.J.1041.2012.00647
https://doi.org/10.3969/j.issn.1002-0209.2009.05.005
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-6494.1991.tb00769.x
https://doi.org/10.1177/001872675400700202
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0191-8869(02)00072-7
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10865-011-9367-z
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psyneuen.2012.03.016
https://doi.org/10.1177/01461672002611004
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-6494.1989.tb00495.x
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12160-010-9210-8
https://doi.org/10.16187/j.cnki.issn1001-4918.2012.03.004
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.paid.2016.09.005
https://doi.org/10.19563/j.cnki.sdjk.2019.03.009
https://doi.org/10.16187/j.cnki.issn1001-4918.2013.02.013
https://doi.org/10.16187/j.cnki.issn1001-4918.2013.02.013
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11205-015-0877-x
https://doi.org/10.1177/0002764216632826
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.0956-7976.2004.00709.x
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.wsif.2018.06.006
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.wsif.2018.06.006
https://doi.org/10.1093/schbul/sbs151
https://doi.org/10.1080/00094056.2001.10521648
https://doi.org/10.1080/00223980.2021.1891854
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1559-1816.2008.00392
https://doi.org/10.1177/0020764018760951
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0021343
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0021343
https://doi.org/10.1207/S15327965PLI1403&4_15
https://doi.org/10.1207/S15327965PLI1403&4_15
https://doi.org/10.1080/10463280540000007
https://doi.org/10.1080/10463280540000007
https://doi.org/10.1521/jscp.1995.14.3.297
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.68.3.518
https://doi.org/10.1207/s15327965pli0801_5
https://doi.org/10.1207/s15327965pli0801_5
https://doi.org/10.1037/0033-2909.85.5.1030
https://doi.org/10.3969/j.issn.1003-0166.2018.07.004
https://doi.org/10.3969/j.issn.1003-0166.2018.07.004
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.pedn.2022.10.009
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.pedn.2022.10.009
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cpr.2006.04.002
https://doi.org/10.1108/OIR-04-2017-0137
https://doi.org/10.1037/ort0000554
https://doi.org/10.1037/ort0000554


Xiong and Xu 10.3389/fpsyg.2023.1048164

Frontiers in Psychology 15 frontiersin.org

Liu, X., and Shen, J. L. (2010). Chinese migrant children’s perceived discrimination 
and its relation to self-esteem. Psychol. Sci. 3, 695–697. doi: 10.16719/j.
cnki.1671-6981.2010.03.044

Liu, Q. Y., Wang, Y. J., and Liu, Z. K. (2020). A comparative study on the relationship 
between social support, self-esteem and anxiety of migrant children in different 
educational placement. Chin. J. Spec. Educ. 5, 61–68. doi: 10.3969/j.
issn.1007-3728.2020.05.011

Liu, D., Yu, X., Wang, Y., Zhang, H., and Ren, G. (2014). The impact of perception of 
discrimination and sense of belonging on the loneliness of the children of Chinese 
migrant workers: a structural equation modeling analysis. Int. J. Ment. Heal. Syst. 8, 1–6. 
doi: 10.1186/1752-4458-8-52

Liu, X., and Zhao, J. (2016). Chinese migrant adolescents’ perceived discrimination 
and psychological well-being: the moderating roles of group identity and the type of 
school. PLoS One 11:e0146559. doi: 10.1371/journal.pone.0146559

Lu, Y., and Zhou, H. (2013). Academic achievement and loneliness of migrant children 
in China: school segregation and segmented assimilation. Comp. Educ. Rev. 57, 85–116. 
doi: 10.1086/667790

Lucas, T., Lumley, M. A., Flack, J. M., Wegner, R., Pierce, J., and Goetz, S. (2016). A 
preliminary experimental examination of worldview verification, perceived racism, and 
stress reactivity in African Americans. Health Psychol. 35, 366–375. doi: 10.1037/
hea0000284

Luhmann, M., and Hawkley, L. C. (2016). Age differences in loneliness from late 
adolescence to oldest old age. Dev. Psychol. 52, 943–959. doi: 10.1037/dev0000117

Mahon, N. E., Yarcheski, A., Yarcheski, T. J., Cannella, B. L., and Hanks, M. M. (2006). 
A meta-analytic study of predictors for loneliness during adolescence. Nurs. Res. 55, 
308–315. doi: 10.1097/00006199-200609000-00003

Major, B., Kaiser, C. R., O’Brien, L. T., and McCoy, S. K. (2007). Perceived 
discrimination as worldview threat or worldview confirmation: implications for self-
esteem. J. Pers. Soc. Psychol. 92, 1068–1086. doi: 10.1037/0022-3514.92.6.1068

Major, B., Quinton, W. J., and McCoy, S. K. (2002). “Antecedents and consequences of 
attributions to discrimination: theoretical and empirical advances” in Advances in 
experimental social psychology. ed. M. P. Zanna, vol. 34 (New York: Academic Press), 
251–330.

Maricuoiu, L. P., Payne, B. K., and Iliescu, D. (2019). It works both ways. Enhancing 
explicit self-esteem using the self-reference task. J. Exp. Soc. Psychol. 80, 8–16. doi: 
10.1016/j.jesp.2018.08.017

Marmot, M., Bosma, H., Hemingway, H., Brunner, E., and Stansfeld, S. (1997). 
Contribution of job control and other risk factors to social variations in coronary heart 
disease incidence. Lancet 350, 235–239. doi: 10.1016/S0140-6736(97)04244-X

Michalska da Rocha, B., Rhodes, S., Vasilopoulou, E., and Hutton, P. (2018). Loneliness 
in psychosis: a meta-analytical review. Schizophr. Bull. 44, 114–125. doi: 10.1093/schbul/
sbx036

Mikkelsen, H. T., Haraldstad, K., Helseth, S., Skarstein, S., Småstuen, M. C., and 
Rohde, G. (2020). Health-related quality of life is strongly associated with self-efficacy, 
self-esteem, loneliness, and stress in 14-15-year-old adolescents: a cross-sectional study. 
Health Qual. Life Outcomes 18, 1–17. doi: 10.1186/s12955-020-01585-9

Mishra, S., and Carleton, R. N. (2015). Subjective relative deprivation is associated 
with poorer physical and mental health. Soc. Sci. Med. 147, 144–149. doi: 10.1016/j.
socscimed.2015.10.030

Moradi, B., and Subich, L. M. (2004). Examining the moderating role of self-esteem 
in the link between experiences of perceived sexist events and psychological distress. J. 
Couns. Psychol. 51, 50–56. doi: 10.1037/0022-0167.51.1.50

National Bureau of Statistics, PRC (2021). Bulletin of the seventh National Population 
Census (No.7). Available at: http://www.stats.gov.cn/tjsj/tjgb/rkpcgb/qgrkpcgb/202106/
t20210628_1818826.html (Accessed 11 May 2021).

Nie, B. X. (2015). The relationship between belief in a just world and forgiveness on 
undergraduates: Mediating of self-esteem and gratitude. Doctoral dissertation. Harbing 
Normal University China.

O’Brien, L., and Major, B. (2005). System justifying beliefs and psychological well-
being: the role of group status and identity. Personality Social Psychol. Bull. 31, 
1718–1729. doi: 10.1177/0146167205278261

Osborne, D., and Sibley, C. G. (2013). Through rose-colored glasses: system justifying 
beliefs dampen the effects of relative deprivation on well-being and political 
mobilization. Personal. Soc. Psychol. Bull. 39, 991–1004. doi: 10.1177/0146167213487997

Otto, K., Boos, A., Dalbert, C., Schöps, D., and Hoyer, J. (2006). Posttraumatic 
symptoms, depression, and anxiety of flood victims: the impact of the belief in a just 
world. Personal. Individ. Differ. 40, 1075–1084. doi: 10.1016/j.paid.2005. 
11.010

Pei, Y. G., and Liu, K. (2014). Research status of children mental health at home and 
abroad. Chin. J. Child Health Care 3, 278–280.

Petta, G., and Walker, I. (1992). Relative deprivation and ethnic identity. Br. J. Soc. 
Psychol. 31, 285–293. doi: 10.1111/j.2044-8309.1992.tb00973.x

Pinquart, M., and Gerke, D. C. (2019). Associations of parenting styles with self-
esteem in children and adolescents: a meta-analysis. J. Child Fam. Stud. 28, 2017–2035. 
doi: 10.1007/s10826-019-01417-5

Plaut, V. C., Markus, H. R., and Lachman, M. E. (2002). Place matters: consensual 
features and regional variation in American well-being and self. J. Pers. Soc. Psychol. 83, 
160–184. doi: 10.1037/0022-3514.83.1.160

Portes, P. R., and Zady, M. F. (2002). Self-esteem in the adaptation of Spanish-speaking 
adolescents: the role of immigration, family conflict, and depression. Hisp. J. Behav. Sci. 
24, 296–318. doi: 10.1177/07386302024003003

Ramos, M. R., Correia, I., and Alves, H. (2014). To believe or not to believe in a just 
world? The psychological costs of threats to the belief in a just world and the role of 
attributions. Self Identity 13, 257–273. doi: 10.1080/15298868.2013.798890

Ritter, C., Benson, D. E., and Snyder, C. (1990). Belief in a just world and depression. 
Sociol. Perspect. 33, 235–252. doi: 10.2307/1389045

Rosenberg, M. (1965). Society and the adolescent self-image. Princeton, NJ: Princeton 
University Press.

Runciman, W. G. (1966). “Relative deprivation and social justice: a study of attitudes 
to social inequality in twentieth-century Britain” in The British Journal of sociology. ed. 
T. Burns, vol. 17 (New York: Wiley), 430–434.

Sadiq, S., and Bashir, A. (2015). Relationship between perceived discrimination and 
depression: moderating role of belief in just world among transgender in Punjab. J. 
Indian Acad. Appl. Psychol. 41:203.

Saiphoo, A. N., Halevi, L. D., and Vahedi, Z. (2020). Social networking site use and 
self-esteem: a meta-analytic review. Personal. Individ. Differ. 153:109639:109639. doi: 
10.1016/j.paid.2019.109639

Schulze, M., and Krätschmer-Hahn, R. (2014). Relative deprivation theory. Encycl. 
Qual. Life Well-Being Res. 5443–5445, 5443–5445. doi: 10.1007/978-94-007-0753-5_2457

Seepersad, R. (2009). Mediators and moderators in the relative deprivation-crime/
counter-normative actions relationship. Doctoral dissertation. University of Toronto 
(Canada).

Shen, J. L., Liu, X., Zhao, J. X., and Shi, B. G. (2015). The psychological development 
of Chinese left-behind children and migrant children in urbanization process. Psychol. 
Dev. Educ. 31, 108–116. doi: 10.16187/j.cnki.issn1001-4918.2015.01.15

Shoshani, A., Nakash, O., Zubida, H., and Harper, R. A. (2014). Mental health and 
engagement in risk behaviors among migrant adolescents in Israel: the protective 
functions of secure attachment, self-esteem, and perceived peer support. J. Immigr. 
Refug. Stud. 12, 233–249. doi: 10.1080/15562948.2013.827769

Silveira, E., and Allebeck, P. (2001). Migration, ageing and mental health: an 
ethnographic study on perceptions of life satisfaction, anxiety and depression in older 
Somali men in East London. Int. J. Soc. Welf. 10, 309–320. doi: 10.1111/1468-2397. 
00188

Smith, H., and Kessler, T. (2004). “Group-based emotions and intergroup behavior: 
the case of relative deprivation,” in The Social Life of Emotions: Studies in Emotion and 
Social Interaction. eds. L. Z. Tiedens and C. W. Leach (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press), 292–313.

Solomon, M., Venuti, J., Hodges, J., Iannuzzelli, J., and Chambliss, C. (2001). 
Educational responses to media challenges to self esteem: body image perceptions 
among undergraduate students. Adjustment 22, 292–313.

Su, Z. Q., Zhang, D. J., and Wang, X. Q. (2012). Revising of belief in a just world scale 
and its reliability and validity in college student. Chin. J. Behav. Med. Brain Sci. 21, 
561–563. doi: 10.3760/cma.j.issn.1674-6554.2012.06.026

Su, Z. Q., Zhang, D. J., and Wang, X. Q. (2013). The mediating effects of the belief in 
a just world on upper secondary school students’ negative life events and subjective 
well-being. Chin. J. Spec. Educ. 3, 73–78. doi: 10.3969/j.issn.1007-3728.2013. 
03.014

Suls, J., and Wheeler, L. (2000). Handbook of social comparison: theory and research. 
New York: Kluver.

Świtaj, P., Grygiel, P., Anczewska, M., and Wciórka, J. (2015). Experiences of 
discrimination and the feelings of loneliness in people with psychotic disorders: the 
mediating effects of self-esteem and support seeking. Compr. Psychiatry 59, 73–79. doi: 
10.1016/j.comppsych.2015.02.016

Thomaes, S., Reijntjes, A., Orobio de Castro, B., Bushman, B. J., Poorthuis, A., and 
Telch, M. J. (2010). I like me if you  like me: on the interpersonal modulation and 
regulation of preadolescents’ state self-esteem. Child Dev. 81, 811–825. doi: 
10.1111/j.1467-8624.2010.01435.x

Thompson, H. M., Wojciak, A. S., and Cooley, M. E. (2016). Self-esteem: a mediator 
between peer relationships and behaviors of adolescents in foster care. Child Youth Serv. 
Rev. 66, 109–116. doi: 10.1016/j.childyouth.2016.05.003

Tian, X. (2016). Negative life events and life satisfaction in university students: belief 
in a just world as a mediator and moderator. J. Health Psychol. 24, 526–534. doi: 
10.1177/1359105316678054

Tougas, F., Lagacé, M., de la Sablonnière, R., and Kocum, L. (2004). A new approach 
to the link between identity and relative deprivation in the perspective of ageism and 
retirement. Int. J. Aging Hum. Dev. 59, 1–23. doi: 10.2190/3WTN-63QQ-EJMG-BGYA

Tougas, F., Rinfret, N., Beaton, A. M., and De la Sablonnière, R. (2005). Policewomen 
acting in self-defense: can psychological disengagement protect self-esteem from the 
negative outcomes of relative deprivation? J. Pers. Soc. Psychol. 88, 790–800. doi: 
10.1037/0022-3514.88.5.790

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2023.1048164
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://doi.org/10.16719/j.cnki.1671-6981.2010.03.044
https://doi.org/10.16719/j.cnki.1671-6981.2010.03.044
https://doi.org/10.3969/j.issn.1007-3728.2020.05.011
https://doi.org/10.3969/j.issn.1007-3728.2020.05.011
https://doi.org/10.1186/1752-4458-8-52
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0146559
https://doi.org/10.1086/667790
https://doi.org/10.1037/hea0000284
https://doi.org/10.1037/hea0000284
https://doi.org/10.1037/dev0000117
https://doi.org/10.1097/00006199-200609000-00003
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.92.6.1068
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jesp.2018.08.017
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0140-6736(97)04244-X
https://doi.org/10.1093/schbul/sbx036
https://doi.org/10.1093/schbul/sbx036
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12955-020-01585-9
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.socscimed.2015.10.030
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.socscimed.2015.10.030
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-0167.51.1.50
http://www.stats.gov.cn/tjsj/tjgb/rkpcgb/qgrkpcgb/202106/t20210628_1818826.html
http://www.stats.gov.cn/tjsj/tjgb/rkpcgb/qgrkpcgb/202106/t20210628_1818826.html
https://doi.org/10.1177/0146167205278261
https://doi.org/10.1177/0146167213487997
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.paid.2005.11.010
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.paid.2005.11.010
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.2044-8309.1992.tb00973.x
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10826-019-01417-5
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.83.1.160
https://doi.org/10.1177/07386302024003003
https://doi.org/10.1080/15298868.2013.798890
https://doi.org/10.2307/1389045
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.paid.2019.109639
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-94-007-0753-5_2457
https://doi.org/10.16187/j.cnki.issn1001-4918.2015.01.15
https://doi.org/10.1080/15562948.2013.827769
https://doi.org/10.1111/1468-2397.00188
https://doi.org/10.1111/1468-2397.00188
https://doi.org/10.3760/cma.j.issn.1674-6554.2012.06.026
https://doi.org/10.3969/j.issn.1007-3728.2013.03.014
https://doi.org/10.3969/j.issn.1007-3728.2013.03.014
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.comppsych.2015.02.016
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8624.2010.01435.x
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2016.05.003
https://doi.org/10.1177/1359105316678054
https://doi.org/10.2190/3WTN-63QQ-EJMG-BGYA
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.88.5.790


Xiong and Xu 10.3389/fpsyg.2023.1048164

Frontiers in Psychology 16 frontiersin.org

Townsend, S. S. M., Major, B., Sawyer, P. J., and Mendes, W. B. (2010). Can the absence 
of prejudice be more threatening than its presence? It depends on one’s worldview. J. 
Pers. Soc. Psychol. 99, 933–947. doi: 10.1037/a0020434

Twenge, J. M., Haidt, J., Blake, A. B., McAllister, C., Lemon, H., and Le Roy, A. (2021). 
Worldwide increases in adolescent loneliness. J. Adolesc. 93, 257–269. doi: 10.1016/j.
adolescence.2021.06.006

Valiente, C., Espinosa, R., Vazquez, C., Cantero, D., and Fuentenebro, F. (2010). World 
assumptions in psychosis: do paranoid patients believe in a just world? J. Nerv. Ment. 
Dis. 198, 802–806. doi: 10.1097/NMD.0b013e3181f9807b

Van Geel, M., Goemans, A., Zwaanswijk, W., Gini, G., and Vedder, P. (2018). Does 
peer victimization predict low self-esteem, or does low self-esteem predict peer 
victimization? Meta-analyses on longitudinal studies. Dev. Rev. 49, 31–40. doi: 10.1016/j.
dr.2018.07.001

Vanhalst, J., Luyckx, K., Scholte, R. H. J., Engels, R. C. M. E., and Goossens, L. (2013). 
Low self-esteem as a risk factor for loneliness in adolescence: perceived-but not actual-
social acceptance as an underlying mechanism. J. Abnorm. Child Psychol. 41, 1067–1081. 
doi: 10.1007/s10802-013-9751-y

Walker, I. (1999). Effects of personal and group relative deprivation on personal and 
collective self-esteem. Group Process. Intergroup Relat. 2, 365–380. doi: 
10.1177/1368430299024004

Walker, I., and Smith, H. J. (2002). “Fifty years of relative deprivation research” in 
Relative deprivation: Specification, development, and integration. eds. I. Walker and H. J. 
Smith (New York: Cambridge University Press), 1–9.

Waller, L. (2020). “Fostering a sense of belonging in the workplace: enhancing well-
being and a positive and coherent sense of self,” in The Palgrave Handbook of Workplace 
Well-Being. ed. S. Dhiman (North Hills: Woodbury University Press), 1–27.

Wei, M., Russell, D. W., and Zakalik, R. A. (2005). Adult attachment, social self-
efficacy, self-disclosure, loneliness, and subsequent depression for freshman college 
students: a longitudinal study. J. Couns. Psychol. 52, 602–614. doi: 
10.1037/0022-0167.52.4.602

Wen, Z., and Ye, B. (2014). Different methods for testing moderated mediation 
models: competitors or backups? Acta Psychol. Sin. 46, 714–726. doi: 10.3724/
SP.J.1041.2014.00714

Wheeler, L., Reis, H., and Nezlek, J. B. (1983). Loneliness, social interaction, and sex 
roles. J. Pers. Soc. Psychol. 45, 943–953. doi: 10.1037/0022-3514.45.4.943

Wickham, S., Shryane, N., Lyons, M., Dickins, T., and Bentall, R. (2014). Why does 
relative deprivation affect mental health? The role of justice, trust and social rank in 
psychological wellbeing and paranoid ideation. J. Public Ment. Health 13, 114–126. doi: 
10.1108/JPMH-06-2013-0049

Xiong, M. (2015). Relative deprivation of migrant children: Characteristics, influencing 
factors and mechanism. Doctoral dissertation. Fujian Normal University (China).

Xiong, M., and Liu, R. J. (2020). The relationship between relative deprivation and 
depression in left-behind children: the role of perception of control and belief in a just 
world. J. Fujian Normal Univ. (Philos. Social Sci. Ed.) 2, 148–157. doi: 10.12046/j.
issn.1000-5285.2020.02.017

Xiong, M., Liu, R., and Ye, Y. (2021a). Reciprocal relations between relative deprivation 
and psychological adjustment among single-parent children in China: a longitudinal 
study. Acta Psychol. Sin. 53, 67–80. doi: 10.3724/SP.J.1041.2021.00067

Xiong, M., Xiao, L., and Ye, Y. (2021b). Relative deprivation and prosocial tendencies 
in Chinese migrant children: testing an integrated model of perceived social support 
and group identity. Front. Psychol. 12:658. doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2021.658007

Xiong, M., and Ye, Y. D. (2016). The concept, measurement, influencing factors and effects 
of relative deprivation. Adv. Psychol. Sci. 24, 438–453. doi: 10.3724/SP.J.1042.2016.00438

Yang, Q., Cui, J., and Liang, X. (2011). Relationship between loneliness, self-esteem 
and self-efficacy of new generation migrant workers. Chin. J. Health Psychol. 19, 
1229–1231. doi: 10.13342/j.cnki.cjhp.2011.10.021

Yang, L. J., and Jiang, Y. L. (2020). Influence of relative deprivation on problematic 
mobile social media use: the mediating role of self-esteem. Chin. J. Health Psychol. 28, 
929–933. doi: 10.13342/j.cnki.cjnp.2020.06.029

Yang, K., and Victor, C. (2011). Age and loneliness in 25 European nations. Ageing 
Society 31, 1368–1388. doi: 10.1017/S0144686X1000139X

Ybrandt, H., and Armelius, K. (2010). Peer aggression and mental health problems: 
self-esteem as a mediator. Sch. Psychol. Int. 31, 146–163. doi: 10.1177/0143034309352267

Ye, Y. D., and Xiong, M. (2017). The effect of environmental factors on migrant 
children’s relative deprivation: the moderating effect of migrant duration. Chin. J. Spec. 
Educ. 24, 41–46.

Zagefka, H., and Brown, R. (2005). Comparisons and perceived deprivation in ethnic 
minority settings. Personal. Soc. Psychol. Bull. 31, 467–482. doi: 10.1177/0146167204271711

Zhang, Q., and Gai, P. (2012). Evaluation of intervention effect on mental health 
among students in a school for migrant workers’ children. Chin. J. School Health 12, 
1449–1451. doi: 10.16835/j.cnki.1000-9817.2012.12.017

Zhang, L., and Li, Y. Y. (2009). Review of sociometer theory on self-esteem. Adv. 
Psychol. Sci. 4, 852–856.

Zhang, L., and Shen, J. L. (2011). On the relationship between left-at-home rural 
children’s subjective well-being and their belief in a just world. Chin. J. Spec. Educ. 6, 
78–88. doi: 10.3969/j.issn.1007-3728.2011.06.016

Zhao, J., Kong, F., and Wang, Y. (2013). The role of social support and self-esteem in 
the relationship between shyness and loneliness. Personal. Individ. Differ. 54, 577–581. 
doi: 10.1016/j.paid.2012.11.003

Zhou, H., and Long, L. R. (2004). Statistical remedies for common method biases. Adv. 
Psychol. Sci. 15, 227–232. doi: 10.1007/BF02911031

Zhu, Z. K. (2020). The crowding-out effect of overwork on migrant workers’ social 
participation: evidence from China migrants dynamic survey. China Rural Survey 5, 105–130.

Zou, H. (2003). Peer relationship among adolescence characteristics function and its 
related factors (pp. 73–98). Beijng: Beijing Normal University Press.

김은하, 박한솔, Jung Bohyeon, and 김경희. (2018). The moderating effect of belief 
in a just world on the relationship between perceived gender discrimination and self-
esteem: based on worldview verification theory. Korean J. Woman Psychol. 23, 409–429. 
doi: 10.18205/kpa.2018.23.3.005

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2023.1048164
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0020434
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.adolescence.2021.06.006
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.adolescence.2021.06.006
https://doi.org/10.1097/NMD.0b013e3181f9807b
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.dr.2018.07.001
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.dr.2018.07.001
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10802-013-9751-y
https://doi.org/10.1177/1368430299024004
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-0167.52.4.602
https://doi.org/10.3724/SP.J.1041.2014.00714
https://doi.org/10.3724/SP.J.1041.2014.00714
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.45.4.943
https://doi.org/10.1108/JPMH-06-2013-0049
https://doi.org/10.12046/j.issn.1000-5285.2020.02.017
https://doi.org/10.12046/j.issn.1000-5285.2020.02.017
https://doi.org/10.3724/SP.J.1041.2021.00067
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2021.658007
https://doi.org/10.3724/SP.J.1042.2016.00438
https://doi.org/10.13342/j.cnki.cjhp.2011.10.021
https://doi.org/10.13342/j.cnki.cjnp.2020.06.029
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0144686X1000139X
https://doi.org/10.1177/0143034309352267
https://doi.org/10.1177/0146167204271711
https://doi.org/10.16835/j.cnki.1000-9817.2012.12.017
https://doi.org/10.3969/j.issn.1007-3728.2011.06.016
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.paid.2012.11.003
https://doi.org/10.1007/BF02911031
https://doi.org/10.18205/kpa.2018.23.3.005

	Association of relative deprivation with loneliness and its underlying mechanisms: Evidence from Chinese migrant children
	1. Introduction
	2. Theory and hypotheses
	2.1. Relative deprivation and loneliness
	2.2. The mediating role of self-esteem
	2.3. The moderating role of belief in a just world
	2.4. The present study

	3. Methods
	3.1. Participants and procedures
	3.2. Measures
	3.2.1. Relative deprivation
	3.2.2. Belief In a just world
	3.2.3. Self-esteem
	3.2.4. Loneliness
	3.3. Data analysis

	4. Results
	4.1. Preliminary analysis
	4.2. Mediating effect of self-esteem
	4.3. Moderating effect of BJW
	4.4. Robustness test

	5. Discussion
	6. Conclusion
	Data availability statement
	Ethics statement
	Author contributions
	Funding
	Conflict of interest
	Publisher’s note

	References

