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Abstract. This article studies the structure of collective identities of modern student youth. 
The subject of the authors’ scientific interest is the role of regional identity in the structure of 
collective identities of young people in the Republic of Mordovia. The specifics of regional 
identity as a form of collective identification, its mobility, contextuality, heterogeneity, latency, 
productivity, and collective genesis are considered in detail. The priority of purposeful construction 
of positive regional identity as an effective tool for the preservation and development of human 
capital at the regional level is substantiated. The methodological framework of the study is based 
on the works by V. A. Tishkov, V. A. Yadov, and M. P. Krylov. The empirical basis of the study 
includes the data from a mass survey of student youth in the Republic of Mordovia (2020, 
questionnaire, quota sample, n = 414). Based on the collected empirical material, the regional 
component of students’ collective identity is comprehensively analyzed. According to the data 
obtained, identification with the regional community belongs to the identities of the modal level. 
Only a third (32%) of the surveyed students have a positive regional identity, while the majority 
of young people in Mordovia identify themselves with the region only nominally. The pronounced 
emotional component of regional identity is mostly characteristic of the representatives of 
the titular (Mordovian) nationality. The authors emphasize that in this case, the merging of ethnic 
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and regional identities does not have any conflict potential, because the majority of the respond-
ents perceive Mordovia as a full-fledged subject of the Russian Federation. The conclusion is 
made about the necessity of diversifying “image projects” in order to build a positive image of 
the republic among young people.
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INTRODUCTION
Within the framework of the interdisciplinary discourse, the structure of 
an individual’s social identity is defined as multilevel and heterogeneous 
in its composition with the identification of the central (traditional, basic, 
cross-situational) and peripheral (situational, modular) identities. The latter 
act as “regulators of behavior only in a limited number of situations and un-
der restricted circumstances”[14, p. 37]. Despite their discrete and unstable 
nature, under certain conditions they become “dominating” and actively in-
fluence our life strategies.

Many Russian researchers classify regional identity as “peripheral” [10, 11, 
20]. However, opinion polls in the mid-1990s showed actualization of region-
al identity in the structure of identity preferences of Russians [2], which, ac-
cording to some authors, was due to its compensatory nature [17].

Over the past ten years, there has been a noticeable decrease in the im-
portance of regional identity in the identification matrix of the population 
of the Russian Federation [4]. Nevertheless, it is still actively researched by 
Russian sociologists, political scientists, psychologists, and geographers from 
the standpoint of substantive [3, 5, 25] and factor [6, 11] trends. In particular, 
L. Smirniagin points out that it “has one very important and deeply positive 
property ... the ability to unite people of different races, professions, material 
status, and levels of education, to break down or reduce barriers between these 
groups” [20, p. 36].

Researchers often focus on the following specific characteristics of regional 
identity:

 — collective genesis: “The group (collective) basis of regional identity as 
opposed to some other socio-psychological mechanisms of identification, 
such as gender, professional, etc., transforms ‘We’ into ‘I’ [13, p. 236];

 — latency: “In some form, regional identity is inherent in all residents of 
the studied territories; however, only part of the inhabitants of these ter-
ritories, perhaps a minority, have a fairly clear, reflexive self-aware-
ness” [10, p. 21];
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 — mobility: “Regional identity can be changed. This makes it akin to profes-
sional or material identity but sharply distinguishes it from ethnic and racial 
ones” [20, p. 35];

 — contextuality: “Regional identity can be strengthened (have the status of 
”articulated regional identity”) and weakened (“disappearing regional iden-
tity”)” [7, p. 46];

 — heterogeneity: “The degree of an individual’s self-identification with the ter-
ritory differs (it can be described in terms of patriotism, love, inferiority 
complex), just as the territories with which people identify themselves differ 
from each other” [10, p. 15];

 — derivation: “Identities can evolve both as a result of a person’s natural ad-
aptation to fit a location and owing to special technologies” [1, p. 17].

These features are a driving force behind the discussion of the possibilities and 
consequences of using regional identity as a tool for political mobilization, accu-
mulation of human capital, and increasing regional competitiveness [6, 15, 16]. 
Maintaining a region’s identity (the vision of a region from the inside, from the point 
of view of its inhabitants) and positive image (perception from the outside, from 
the point of view of potential investors) is given priority in regional policies. More-
over, a region’s formed positive identity typically underlies the concept of its ter-
ritorial branding [22].

Most researches agree that territorial proximity is “a necessary but insufficient 
condition for the formation of a regional community” [12, p. 68]. Thus, Finnish 
researcher A. Paasi identifies four components of the process of institutionalization 
of the regional identity: definition of the region’s borders, symbolic design of 
the region’s space (its official name and other markers), emergence of institutions, 
recognition of the region at the macro level, its rooting in the common sociocul-
tural space of the country [18, 19].

Identification with such a symbolically abstract category as “regional com-
munity” is institutionally conditioned. It was pointed out by V. Tishkov who 
proposed the concept of “identity drift”, i.e. “travelling of an individual/collec-
tive identity through a set of currently available cultural configurations or sys-
tems” [21, p. 123].

Significant actors in the formation of regional identity include “opinion leaders” 
“who reveal unique historic events, behavioral patterns, and values of the region’s 
residents and position all these cultural artifacts in the public space as a symbolic 
basis for collective representations of the WE-identity” [12, p. 68].

Universities are the most important social institutions in the development of such 
identity as a source of creation and reproduction of symbols, markers, and myths 
consolidating the regional community. Therefore, the student body can be viewed 
as a minority possessing a more distinct and consciously expressed regional iden-
tity in comparison with other categories of the region’s population.

Regional identity implies a person’s identification with a certain community 
localized within the boundaries of a particular region. This interpretation confuses 
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several concepts since the definition of a region is quite ambiguous (see, for ex-
ample, the Asia-Pacific region, the Far East region, etc.). Therefore, within 
the framework of our research, we understand the region as a constituent entity of 
the Russian Federation and regional identity as a person’s self-identification with 
the administrative-territorial unit where s/he resides.

The purpose of the article is to outline the role of regional identity in the struc-
ture of collective identities of youth in the Republic of Mordovia.

As part of this goal, we were interested in providing answers to the following 
questions: What place in the structure of social identities of youth in the Re-
public of Mordovia is given to regional identity; What factors influence youth’s 
regional identification; What are the problems and prospects for the formation 
of regional identity in the Republic in the near future?

MATERIAL AND METHODS
The data were obtained from an interregional sociological survey of the 1st-2nd-year 
full-time students (n = 1,247) which was conducted in October 2020 in the three 
constituent entities of the Volga Federal District of the Russian Federation: Mor-
dovia, Tatarstan and Chuvashia. The sample was quota controlled by gender 
and major discipline. In the article, we describe results for the subsample of 
students who used to live in the territory of Mordovia before entering univer-
sity (n = 414).

To study the structure of the students’ social identity, a modified version of 
V. Yadov and his colleagues’ methodology was used [2, 23, 24]. In the process 
of analyzing empirical data, contingency tables were employed. The standard 
SPSS 21.0 software package for Windows Mathematical processing was used 
to process the data. To draw meaningful conclusions we relied only on the data 
for which tests for statistical significance resulted in values higher than 0.05.

FINDINGS
Typically, social identity is gradually formed. First, there is social self-categoriza-
tion. Then people gradually orient themselves in the constructed social ‘coordinate 
system’ applying for the most significant, from their point of view, memberships 
and forming strong emotional ties to the groups. The process is lengthy. If bonds 
within primary communities (family, friends, and colleagues) are formed quickly 
enough, a person’s ties with such groups with blurred category lines as e.g. ‘the Vol-
ga region residents’ may never develop. In many ways, this process requires a fair-
ly high level of self-reflection.

Our analysis shows that the majority of the surveyed students (90%, see Table 1) 
identify themselves with a rather abstract, at first glance, category of “people who 
share my views on life”. The abstract nature of this category is relative and it is 
explained by the shift of focus from the ‘We’ to the ‘I’ category. In this case, our 
young respondents differentiate between the ‘we’ and ‘others’ based on people’s 
personality traits (they are looking for ‘themselves’ in the ‘others’).
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When analyzing the leading positions in the ranking list of collective iden-
tities (Table 1), we revealed a clear priority of personal identification: with 
in-groups of everyday interpersonal and intergroup interaction, etc. According 
to some researchers, the prevalence of microsocial ties to the detriment of 
identifications with respect to major social categories indicates diminished trust 
in the main societal institutes [9].

Societal identities form the second most important series of identifications, 
which includes general civil, cultural, ethnic, local, economic, religious and 
regional identities. As can be seen from Table 1, regional identity does not come 
out on top noticeably losing to common civil and local identities, yet still be-
longing to the identities of the median level.

The least common identities are abstract-symbolic macro- and sub-regional 
categories of ‘residents of the Volga region’, ‘residents of the post-Soviet space’, 
‘Europeans’, and ‘Asians’. More than a quarter of the students surveyed demon-
strate a negative identity towards the abovementioned identities. 15% of the re-
spondents doubt their identity lacking self-awareness.

Thus, at the top level of the structure of the respondents’ collective identities, 
there are social-status identities; while most of the identities based on the ter-
ritorial-settlement affiliation are grouped at the bottom of the ranking list.

This kind of structure refers us to V. Yadov’s dispositional concept according 
to which 

“self-identification with the immediate environment activates situational 
attitudes and determines people’s behavior during interactions between 
the ‘contact groups’; self-identification at the level of generalized social 
attitudes activates cross-situational factors as well as attitudes related to 
typical social situations and typified positive-negative attitudes ... identifi-
cation with communities at the level of higher personality dispositions, that 
is, the system of values, ideals, the meaning of life, presupposes yet another 
behavioral strategy” [24, p. 44].

When does the actualization of regional identity take place? Analysis of 
the data showed that respondents’ ethnicity is a predictor of the sense of iden-
tity with the inhabitants of Mordovia. For example, representatives of the titular 
nation have a higher level of self-identification with the regional community 
(37% versus 20% on average in the sample). Russians, on the contrary, are not 
inclined to identify themselves with the inhabitants of Mordovia (48% versus 
71% on average).

On the other hand, positive regional identity is not completely identical 
to ethnic (Mordovian) identity and presupposes exaggeration of the latter. 
To the question “What statehood do you think you primarily belong to?” respond-
ents answered, “I consider myself equally a citizen of Russia and the Republic 
of Mordovia ”(49% versus 34% on average in the sample). Since the region is 
perceived as a full-fledged subject of the Russian Federation, there is no poten-
tial for identity conflicts.



SIBERIAN SOCIUM

73vol. 5  |  no. 1 (15)  |  2021

SSSSN. V. Shumkova, O. E. Zubov, pp. 68-80

Table 1. The ranked structure of collective identities of students of the Republic 
of Mordovia

Population group Very 
strongly

Rather 
strongly

Not very 
strongly

Absolutely 
not

Hard 
to say

With the people sharing my views 
on life 48 42 7 1 2

With the people speaking Russian 24 37 20 11 9

With the people of my generation 19 44 27 8 3

With friends at work, studies 16 42 32 6 4

With the people of my profession, 
occupation 19 38 28 9 6

With Russian citizens 17 35 26 12 10

With the people following the same 
traditions and customs 17 35 26 13 9

With the people of my nationality 19 32 29 13 7

With the people living in the same 
town/settlement 18 24 36 16 6

With the people practicing the same 
religion 15 22 29 19 16

With the people of the same income 13 25 27 20 15

With Mordovian residents 11 21 35 23 10

With residents of the Volga Federal 
District 9 19 31 26 16

With Ukrainians and Byelorussians 10 18 24 31 18

With residents of the post-Soviet 
space 9 15 31 26 19

With Europeans 10 17 26 31 16

With Asians 9 11 24 39 17

Note: The collective identities of the median level are shown in color.
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What unites students with the inhabitants of Mordovia? First of all, common ter-
ritory for 67% of respondents, family and relatives for 29% and 28% respectively, 
and common problems for 23% of respondents. Judging by the prevailing criteria, 
regional identity for the majority of students is predominantly nominal. Historical 
and cultural foundations of regional identity exist, but are not dominant. Indeed, 
analysis of the non-formalized answers to the question “With what images and 
cultural symbols do you associate Mordovia?” revealed that the majority of the sur-
veyed students identify Mordovia with its state symbols (46% of responses), with 
national decorative patterns, folklore, the Mordovian language, national clothes and 
food (30%), as well as with the image of the famous sculptor S. Erzya (8%). Other 
images (each of which was named by less than 3%) include descriptions of the re-
gion’s nature (“wheat fields”, “Sura river”, “forests”), as well as several historical 
figures (F. Ushakov, N. Ogarev, and E. Pugachev). Interestingly, (mostly sports) 
achievements of the Republic at the end of the 20th — beginning of the 21st century 
were recalled by only a few (2%).

Nevertheless, respondents with a strong sense of regional identity (i.e. those who 
have a “sense of local patriotism,” according to M. Krylov [10]) gave rather dif-
ferent statistically significant answers in comparison with the answers of the ma-
jority of respondents. Thus, in this category, the factors of family (38% versus 29% 
on average in the sample), traditions (27% versus 15%), and common holidays 
(22% versus 14%) are more significant (see Table 2).

The significant role of the region’s symbolic historical memory policy is con-
firmed by the respondents’ answers to the question about the sources of their knowl-
edge about the history of Mordovia. Students with a strong sense of regional identity 
often receive more diverse and emotionally colored information about the history 
of the region: these are memories of their family members (38% versus 27%), tel-
evision and radio broadcasts (35% versus 20%), feature films (19% versus 10%). 
Thus, the survey data demonstrate the importance of commemorative practices 
both at the official level and at the level of the ‘living’ communicative memory.

When answering the question “What are your main reasons to feel proud of 
Mordovia?” respondents with a positive sense of regional identity display a more 
developed position regarding their knowledge of the region’s achievements and 
cultural traditions and find more reasons to be proud of it. Among them, there is 
a smaller percentage of those who found it difficult to answer the survey ques-
tions (16% versus 23%), but more of those who made more choices: 2-3 versus 
1-2 choices (see Table 2).

Another property of the positive regional identity, along with patriotism, is 
the so-called rootedness which “indicates the fit into the local context” [10, p. 70]. 
According to the data obtained, rootedness is not characteristic of student youth 
in Mordovia: only 21% of students demonstrate their willingness to stay in Mor-
dovia. Their answers are not influenced in any way by the presence or absence of 
the sense of regional identity which indicates its unstable nature in student youth 
in Mordovia.
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Table 2. The ratio of responses from respondents with positive and negative regional 
identity (%)

Answer option
Negative  
regional  
identity

Positive  
regional  
identity

Entire  
sample

1 2 3 4

Are you proud of living in Mordovia?  
(closed question, 1 answer option)

Definitely yes 20 47 23

Rather yes 32 31 32

Rather no 21 13 20

Definitely no 12 2 11

Hard to say 15 7 14

Total 100 100 100

Name the main reasons  
why you are feeling proud of Mordovia  

(semi-closed question, any number of answers)
Political influence of Mordovia 
at the country level 7 22 9

Mordovia’s economic 
achievements 7 18 8

Top social security system 5 16 6

The region’s scientific 
and technological advancements 10 24 12

Mordovia’s achievements 
in sport 51 53 52

Achievements in the sphere 
of literature and arts 13 29 15

Preservation of cultural 
traditions of the indigenous 
population

37 51 39

Mordovia’s national diversity 29 47 31

Other 4 — 4

Hard to say 23 16 22

Total 186 296 198
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Table 1 (continued)

1 2 3 4

In what region would you like to live?  
(semi-closed question, any number of answers)

Where I live now 21 21 21

In Moscow 18 26 19

In Saint-Petersburg 21 14 20

In another city (settlement) 
in the Russian Federation 7 12 7

In another country 20 16 19

Hard to say 14 11 14

Total 100 100 100

From which sources do you learn about the history of Mordovia?  
(semi-closed question, any number of answers)

History lessons at school 
(university, college) 63 65 63

Fiction films 10 19 11

Recollections of my family 
members 55 65 56

Internet 51 42 50

Museum expositions 52 54 52

TV and radio shows 20 35 21

Fiction literature 16 21 17

Memorial, monuments, 
memorial plaques 52 47 52

Public events 40 44 41

Scientific literature 20 37 22

Total 379 429 385

Which of the following primarily unites you with the inhabitants of Mordovia? 
(semi-closed question, any number of answers)

Territory 69 56 67
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Table 1 (end)

Common problems 23 27 23

Family 27 38 29

Relatives 28 22 28

Common ancestors 16 18 16

Common holidays 13 22 14

Traditions 14 27 15

Mordovian language 12 9 12

Love to Motherland 14 22 15

Culture 12 7 11

Mentality 9 4 8

Statehood of the Republic 
of Mordovia 13 7 13

General history 7 7 7

Total 257 266 258

Note: Statistically significant differences are shown in bold.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION
According to M. Krylov, regional identity is an “internal (from the point of view 
of the local residents) and usually “under-promoted” image of the territory” [10, 
p. 71]. With certain purposeful efforts on the part of regional authorities, it can 
be used as a resource for the preservation and accumulation of human capital 
within the region.

Thus, highlighting the cultural and strategic layers in the identification structure 
of regional identity, M. Nazukina classifies the Republic of Mordovia as a region 
characterized by “regional identity with a strong cultural core and completely 
without or with weak strategic development” [15, p. 20]. Our findings confirm 
M. Nazukina’s conclusions. Over the past decade in Mordovia, there were only 
two high-profile ‘brand image projects’.

This is a project called Millennium of Unity of the Mordovian People with the Peo-
ples of the Russian State (2012) which positions the Republic as one of the outposts 
of the Finno-Ugric world, a historical and cultural center for the consolidation 
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of Russian and foreign Mordovian diasporas, as well as a region winning the right 
to host a number of matches of The World Cup (2018) as part of the formation 
of the image of a “sports Republic”. According to our research, the social effect of 
these projects within the region is insignificant.

Regional identity of the majority of student youth in Mordovia is currently 
characterized as rather nominal, describing their territorial affiliation to a par-
ticular subject of the Russian Federation. A pronounced emotive component of 
regional identity is characteristic mainly of representatives of the Mordovian 
nation — titular for the Republic, but it is also characterized by a mismatch with 
the behavioral component.

Considering regional identity of student youth in Mordovia from the standpoint 
of a social attitude, we distinguish three groups of factors that can potentially 
influence its formation and modification: sources of information, the content and 
procedure for receiving information, as well as characteristics of the audience.

The content and procedure for receiving positive information about the region 
are mediated by the education system, which does not imply radical transfor-
mations in this direction. As for the sources of information, their diversification 
is of primary importance here: the more diverse the channels of information, 
the more saturated is the internal set of images and symbols associated with 
the region in the collective consciousness. The specific features of the audience 
(its age and nationally diverse composition) require a certain shift in emphasis 
from the ethno-national content, specific to a national republic, to a more diverse 
cultural content.

Further expansion of the research focus is seen in the assessment of the pros-
pects for the extrapolation of our conclusions to other age, social and regional 
categories of the population. The practical significance of the research findings 
lies in their application in the practice of social management within the frame-
work of the region’s balanced national and cultural policy.
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