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Abstract. This work considers mentality as the principle of designing public participation unique 
forms in the development of civil society in a particular region. The author substantiates the impor-
tance of developing a special approach to understanding “institutional matrices” and their essential 
features in the development of civil society structures. She argues that in the conditions of growing 
threats and challenges, the mentality is increasingly becoming “instrumental”, and mobilising the 
population’s mental potential by integrating regional development actors into the mechanisms of 
public participation is indicative of the progressive character of the development of civil society. The 
main results and conclusions presented in the article are based on the data of complex sociological 
studies conducted in the Irkutsk Region in 2008-2018. The author proves that public participation 
is not a social project that is widely implemented in these years in the region. Involvement of the 
active part of population and civil leaders of public organizations in new public structures is seen 
as one of the main ways to develop the unique forms of public participation.
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INTRODUCTION
The early 21st century can be characterised by social, academic, and ideological 
quest for a new system of coordinates of social development. Growing threats 
and challenges cause deep structural and institutional changes, which affect the 
state of mentality. Being one of the key factors that influences the internal and 
external relations (which support the structure of the civil society and determine 
the trends and direction of the region’s social activities), mentality is becoming 
increasingly “instrumental”. Supposedly, the different level of civil society’s 
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development in the Russian regions does not only reflect the depth and scale of 
the “social shifts”, but it also proves the insufficient demand for mentality as a 
principle of constructing social forms, especially forms of public participation. 
Both processes naturally cause systemic changes, as well as open new opportu-
nities for production and reproduction of society’s unique forms. There seems to 
be a direct correlation between the state of mentality and the civil society state 
in Russia and its regions. Thus, the tendencies observed nowadays—towards the 
growing population’s civil activity, new social structures, expansion of their 
participation forms, rapid implementation of state public and private partner-
ship—indicate the progressive nature of the civil society’s development. To a 
large extent, this is done by mobilising the mental potential of the population and 
various social groups and, accordingly, by activating mechanisms for self-regu-
lation of social relations at different levels. On the other hand, it is obvious that 
the contemporary technologies and means of public participation require the 
development of mentality and its structures.

The territorially conditioned mentality as a manifestation of the population’s 
mindset (these two terms—mindset and mentality—are often considered synonyms 
(which is true for this article as well) is traditionally an object of sociological stud-
ies. In the last two decades, there have been numerous publications on both theo-
retical understanding of the phenomenon of mentality (or mindset) and empirical 
sociological research of mentality [8, 14, 18]. There are many definitions of the 
phenomenon of mentality. As their comprehensive analysis is not among our ob-
jectives, we just start with the idea that 

“the mentality is historically a long-term mindset, a unity of conscious and un-
conscious values, norms and attitudes in their cognitive, emotional, and behav-
ioural incarnation, which is inherent in this or that social community or its 
representatives” [12, p. 181]. 

MATERIAL AND METHODS
As this phenomenon has been traditionally studied from the standpoint of anthro-
pology and cultural studies, the works covering theoretical and methodological 
approaches to the sociological study of the Russian mentality [3, 5, 10, 13, 17] are 
of particular interest. Studies of Siberian mentality [1, 11, 15, 20] have revealed 
certain specific features and traits of the local population which differ from the 
Russian mentality in general. One should take into account the differences in the 
mentality among the inhabitants of different Siberian regions, though, because of 
various cultural, historical, national, ethnic, and socio-economic factors. This com-
pletely applies to the population of the Irkutsk Region as well.

The trends in understanding mentality and its role in developing the region’s 
civil society can be clearly observed in the context of priority tasks, set for the 
main subjects of public control — the regional public chambers and public coun-
cils within the executive bodies of state power. The experience of public partic-
ipation in the activities of the Irkutsk Region’s public chamber for ten years 
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provides the opportunity to identify the distinctive features of mentality in one 
of the Siberian regions (using the case of the Irkutsk Region) with the help of 
sociological tools.

The data presented in this article are based on the results of research carried out 
by the Sociology Laboratory for Regional Issues and Innovations at Irkutsk State 
University under the author’s supervision. These materials were used in the reports 
and other documents of the Public Chamber of the Irkutsk Region for a number of 
years (since its first convocation).

RESULTS
We have identified three main periods in the development of ideas about mentali-
ty as a principle of constructing unique forms of public participation in the devel-
opment of civil society in a particular region: 

1) 2008-2009
2) 2014
3) 2017-2018. 
In many ways, this allocation is associated with key milestones in the history of 

the region’s Public Chamber.
Having analysed the data obtained in 2008-2009, the author revealed an insep-

arable connection between such phenomena, as “civil activity” and “civil initia-
tives”, with the “mentality of the population and influential social groups”. The 
starting point of discussions during this period was the question 

“Why do we introduce the category of ‘mentality of the population and in-
fluential social groups’? The ideas about civil society, its perception, and 
spiritual attitude, the chain of reasoning, a special type of consciousness and 
behaviour, the intellectual component of civil life—they all create a kind of 
mental space that serves as a protective shell for the civil society’s space” 
[7, p. 10]. 

The “protective” function of the mentality in the current and subsequent periods 
was extremely important as it provided some reference point in the social life. As 
the experience shows, in times of instability and crises, it is the mentality of the 
population that acts as a link, an initial principle of constructing unique forms of 
the social.

Civil society in the broad sense was determined at this stage “as a society free 
of self-organisation and sustainable system of socio-structural relations, expressed 
in the civic engagement and positioning of its initiatives” [7, p. 12]. 

According to the study results, such society was not yet formed. Such conclusion 
took into account that in the Irkutsk Region, there have been objective processes 
of civil society’s formation. Thus, the research evaluated the possibilities of pro-
moting civil initiatives, the degree of their influence on various spheres of the 
population’s life, the level of developing non-profit sector as a vivid indicator of 
forming the civil society. It is noteworthy that the manifestation of civil activity at 
all the stages perceived by the population with regard to the legal component, is 
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seen in this context as a significant positive factor in the structuring of positions 
about the formation of civil society [7, p. 13].

The following specific features of civil activity of the Irkutsk Region’s residents 
were singled out: 

 — relying on their own resources to protect their interests and rights 
 — a low level of participation in political parties 
 — underdeveloped orientation towards voluntary work in the interests of 

others 
 — different degrees of individual social groups participating in charitable ac-

tivities 
 — a low level of citizens’ participation in informal associations with the aim 

of solving specific social problems 
 — a more vivid manifestation of ‘constructive’ civic engagement than ‘protest’ 

activity in the region [7, p. 17].

The study showed that public participation is not a social project that is wide-
ly implemented in the region. Meanwhile, “public non-participation” is one of 
the acute social problems that require a systemic solution. According to the results 
of a survey among the population, participation in the region’s public life and 
social activities do not act as an integrating factor at this stage. The research 
showed that political, educational, religious, and national factors are not impor-
tant. Moreover, it was shown that “trust”, “personal security”, “social responsi-
bility”, and “tolerance” as the basic prerequisites for the formation of civil soci-
ety in its importance are also not expressed. In general, the research concluded 
that the mentality of the population of this region can be quite clearly observed, 
yet it is expressed in the heterogeneous mental potential of the population, as 
well leading social structures and groups. In 2008-2009, mentality as a principle 
of constructing unique forms of public participation in the development of civil 
society at the regional level was not fully manifested. The experience of forming 
new strategies of public participation in the Irkutsk Region is supposedly quite 
indicative, especially in terms of solving many acute social problems of the re-
gion in the contemporary period. 

The research project The Role of the Public Chamber of the Irkutsk Region in 
the Formation of Civil Society in the Region was performed in 2014 [5]. With 
the adoption of the Federal Law of 21 July 2014 No 212-FZ On the Foundations 
of Public Control in the Russian Federation, it was important to determine the 
key strategies of public participation in the region. 1,235 people were surveyed 
in accordance with the regional representative sample, reflecting the distribution 
of proportions between the strata in the general population by cities of regional 
importance and the districts of the Irkutsk Region depending on gender and age 
[5]. The survey results revealed a tendency towards strengthening the value of 
the Public Chamber’s decisions as one of the factors of civil society development 
in the Irkutsk Region. According to the data, at the current moment, civil socie-
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ty has not yet been formed in the Russian Federation as a whole and in the Irkutsk 
Region in particular (indicated by 50% of respondents). The population views 
the civil society as a society, whose members are equal before the law (38%). 
Therefore, it was also concluded that the formation of civil society in the Irkutsk 
Region as a social process is protracted and can be characterized by uneven de-
velopment [5]. 

The analysis showed that the situation in the Irkutsk Region can be largely 
explained by the “unformed” strategies of citizens’ personal participation, man-
ifested in the work of public organizations, as well as various forms of respond-
ents’ civil activity at the level of their settlements and the region as a whole. 
The survey confirmed the continuing trend towards the growth of “public 
non-participation” as a kind of “critical mass” in the development of civil soci-
ety (73%).

The distribution of answers to the question about the readiness of a respondent 
to participate in the work of public organizations also testifies to the alarming trend: 
“Yes” was chosen by only 27%; “No”—44%; 29% were unsure. Only 5% of the 
answers (out of 3,076) show the population’s ability to influence the situation in 
their city (village, settlement) to resolve their issues, while 25% reflect the capa-
bilities of local authorities, 16%—regional authorities, and 11%—federal author-
ities [5].

Activating the population’s mentality in the spaces of public participation may 
require different ways: 

1) to involve the population under the institutional entities in the social life of 
the region through the development of motivational components; 

2) to introduce the principles of social responsibility of different parties and 
improve the efficiency of public bodies, ensuring their attractiveness for the 
population; 

3) to develop the technologies of social partnership, focused on the openness 
of interaction of subjects of regional development with the recognition of 
the population as a key subject of social transformations, among other pos-
sible options. 

The allocated grounds will probably ensure the uniqueness of public participation 
forms in the development of the region’s civil society through the activation and 
actualisation of mentality.

Hence, the need to involve the active part of the population and civil leaders 
from public organisations in new social structures, including the activities of the 
Public Chamber. According to the study results, a number of factors contribute to 
the role of public structures in the development of the region’s civil society: first 
of all, the formation of new functions of municipal public chambers and the en-
hancement of the expert community of the region, among others. 

It should be noted that the survey employed the following indicators of mental 
state of respondents in 2014: 1) open constructive approach (business, positive, 
included); 2) formal constructive approach (mediated by certain frameworks, 
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boundaries, and filters); 3) emotional affective approach (distrust, fear, and doubt); 
4) refusal to participate—closed non-constructive approach (closed subject of in-
teraction) [6]. The study revealed a constructive approach of the population towards 
the development of civil society in the region (the first two criteria), as evidenced 
by more than a half of their responses

Studying the documents provided by the Office of the Public Chamber of the 
Irkutsk Region (2008-2014), a special method of data analysis was developed us-
ing eleven special indicators, among which one of the most important was the 
indicator “Codes of Mentality of the Region’s Population”. Fig. 1 presents the 
results of this research in 2008-2014 [5].

The analysis of such mental components as “memory”, “innovations”, “crisis”, 
and “institutionalisation of the public” showed that mostly the first three of them 
are present in the decision-making mechanisms in this structure of the Irkutsk Re-
gion. The research has revealed that traditional approaches and orientations on 
social experience, traditions, and continuity in decision-making are a characteristic 
feature of all convocations. One should note, 

“Innovative approaches and commitment to the new are also evident during all 
convocations. The reflection of the crisis phenomena and the need to make 
timely decisions in the conditions of the crisis is most clearly seen in 2009. 
During all convocations, such an indicator as ‘institutionalisation of the public’ 
(the role of the public in solving problems, its structure, and legitimacy) is not 
actually reflected in the decisions taken” [4]. 

Thus, one can confirm that public participation has not been properly launched 
as a social project in the development of civil society in a particular region for 
a number of years (2008-2014). Therefore, from the position of a systematic 
approach, there is no transition of “mentality” as a principle of constructing 
unique forms of public participation in the development of civil society as a 
possibility into the reality at the regional level. One can see it as a situation of 
“containment”.

The study of documentary sources using the above-described methodology 
has shown a social orientation of a significant part of both the initiatives by the 
public chamber of the Irkutsk Region and their decisions. According to the 
activities and the documents, adopted by the Public Chamber in 2008-2014, 
there has been a tendency to their growth in 2014, and to a greater extent the 
growth in the number of taken decisions. The studies have shown that the pri-
ority mechanisms for decision-making include round table discussions, spe-
cialized committees, and civil forums. The results show that the practice of 
decision-making at the plenary sessions of the regional Public Chamber requires 
increasing the social importance of decisions and consistency in the choice of 
mechanisms for their implementation. The last two convocations of the Public 
Chamber confirm the validity of this thesis. It was found that the institute of 
public hearings is exceptional for its relative stability of the results of its ac-
tivities. In the first years of the region’s Public Chamber, “institutionalisation 
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Fig. 1. Mental codes of the region’s population in the decision-making process  
of the Public Chamber of the Irkutsk Region in 2008-2014 [3]
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of the public” and legitimacy of its practices are manifested largely at the round 
tables. Meanwhile, since 2010, discussion and expert platforms, as well as ac-
ademic and practical conferences of different levels have become more wide-
spread.

The documents’ review shows that the process of implementing social part-
nership takes into account the needs and interests of the main subjects of im-
plementation of decisions: the regional government, ministries, the regional 
Legislative Assembly, municipal leaders, and non-profit organisations among 
others. The next (second) priority after the ministries in the decision-making 
mechanisms is the interaction of the Public Chamber with the municipal leaders. 
The decisions of this body are generally characterized as timely and perspective, 
although, they are more demonstrative and constructive in nature, taking into 
account the long- and medium-term prospects for implementation. The conduct-
ed research allowed drawing the following conclusion: in the studied period, 
there was an increase in the importance of the Public Chamber of the region as 
an institution of civil society development in the Irkutsk Region, taking into 
account the institutional matrices of public participation. In the author’s opinion, 
it seems promising to use the theory of institutional matrices for the analysis of 
public participation [9].

The formation and development of civil society in the Irkutsk Region in subse-
quent years also indicates the specificity of the region’s population mentality (the 
so-called “Irkutsk identity”), manifested in the “political” culture of the population’s 
interaction, on the one hand, and the authorities and public organisations (associ-
ations)—on the other. This culture is focused on developing and maintaining ef-
fective mechanisms of public participation in the development of civil society 
within the region. The improvement of mechanisms of public-public and public-pri-
vate partnership in 2017-2018 could not but contribute to the increase in demand 
for social and civil initiatives. Compared with previous years, nowadays, there is 
a clear turning point in the interaction of public authorities and social structures, 
which was preceded by emerging positive changes in the socio-economic devel-
opment of the region.

Thus, according to the results of an expert survey of the heads of executive 
and legislative bodies of the Irkutsk Region, as well as the heads of public 
councils (2017), the vast majority of respondents pointed to a certain increase 
in the importance of various public bodies in improving the efficiency of the 
executive power both at the municipal and regional levels. The study was con-
ducted to assess the interaction of the public Council with the executive body 
of state power and to determine the ways to improve the efficiency of its activ-
ities. The sample of the first category of leaders from the authorities amounted 
to 51 people, the second group (heads of public councils)—65 people. At the 
same time, more than two thirds of the first group of experts and three quarters 
of the second one point at the insufficiently rapid development of civil society 
in the region.
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CONCLUSION
The new trends for civil activity among the population speak for the necessity to 
designing and creating new effective forms and mechanisms for the development 
of a civil society in the region. From the standpoint of the state priority tasks to 
ensure national security, the issue of regulating civil activity “from below” arose 
to exclude the possibility of destructive factors. Accordingly, the thesis of an in-
sufficient demand for mentality as a principle of constructing unique social forms, 
requires further development in terms of rethinking the institutional components. 
It is important to develop a special approach to the understanding of the “institu-
tional matrices” and their essential features in the development of civil society. In 
this regard, the Public Chamber of the Irkutsk Region allocates support for various 
forms of active participation of citizens in the socio-economic development of the 
region and wider implementation of civil initiatives at different levels as one of the 
priorities for the long term.

The need for a holistic view of the problems and patterns of development of 
civil society in a particular region, on the one hand, is confirmed by the general 
development of “institutional matrices” and their respective approaches; on the 
other—the activity of designing certain unique social forms of public participa-
tion of all subjects of the process (population, public organizations, and public 
control bodies, among others). In this vein, the methodology of studying the 
mentality in the construction of unique forms of public participation seems prom-
ising, taking into account the entire palette of developments of domestic authors 
on the development of civil society [4, 6, 19]. The complex social research, which 
has been conducted for ten years in the Irkutsk Region according to the orders 
of the Public Chamber, allowed revealing some features of the population’s re-
gional mentality; these features may increase the efficiency of forming the civil 
society. First of all, there is a unique culture of interaction between the population 
and various state and public organisations on the way of making and implement-
ing decisions that are important for the life of the region’s population. The im-
portance of using effective mentality features of the region’s residents is largely 
determined by the actual problems of the contemporary stage of the Russian 
society’s development.
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