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Abstract

The research presented in this article is part of the “Children in a Changing World” project, a cross-sectional study that 
explores the influence of social changes on the world views of children.  The project was launched in 1992, at a time when 
socioeconomic reforms began to unfold in Russia.  Six cross sections have been conducted to date, each including interviews 
with older preschoolers in the age range of 5.6-7.0 years.  The children were asked about their life today and how they 
imagine it in the future.  This article analyzes the way that the dreams and desires of older preschoolers have changed over the 
past two decades (comparing the dreams and desires children expressed in the 1990s with those voiced by children of the 
same age in 2015).  The main results obtained through qualitative analysis suggest certain changes in the structure of the 
preschooler’s desires (in particular, an increase in “magical,” non-realistic wishes) and a decrease in the negative influence of 
the distant environment on the children.
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1. Introduction

Psychology studies on children show conclusively that research into the development process must analyze not 
only the influence of the immediate (proximal) environment but also the effects of the distant environment, which 
has an indirect but no less substantial impact.  Changes in the social situation are among the main sources of 
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changes in the distant environment and they can cause heightened anxiety and learned helplessness and impair 
value systems even when family relations (i.e., immediate environment) remain favorable.  

Longitudinal studies that describe the immediate impact of major social shocks such as the Great Depression of 
1929-1939 or the farm crisis of the 1980s [1], [2], [3] and then trace their delayed effects have shown that the 
psychological consequences of social crises extend to self-esteem, internalization of gender and family roles, 
relations with peers, and perceptions of one’s ability; going forward, all of this affects success in both personal 
and professional life.  The age at which children experience social shocks is crucial: the younger the child is, the 
more destructive and enduring the impact is.  For this reason, in recent years, studies of social changes have been
increasingly conducted with preschoolers and early school-aged children. 

Studies on the psychological effect of social changes on young children can be divided into two groups.  The 
first one analyzes the effects of crises (e.g., [3], [4], [5], [6], [7], the other describes the effects of changes that 
occur gradually, over time, on children’s attitudes, values, and perceptions [2], [8], [9], [10], [11]).

We should note that the significance of studies on the attitudes, fears, and desires of preschoolers and early 
school-age children is not limited to their insights into how destructive particular situations are or how much of a 
mismatch exists between development conditions and children’s needs.  Analyzing the perceptions of children 
about their surroundings makes it possible to assess the severity and dynamics of social problems. 

Our study examines how the dreams and desires of today’s preschoolers have changed compared to those 
expressed by preschoolers in the 1990s (the period when the economic reforms were beginning in Russia).

2. Research Design, Participants and Method

The results presented in this article are a small part of a cross-sectional study conducted within the framework 
of the “Children in a Changing World” project.  The project was initiated in 1992; several months after the 
economic reforms began in Russia.  The format of the study is discussions (structured interviews) with 
preschoolers about a wide range of aspects of their lives.  Interviews with participants from the same age group 
were conducted two more times in the 1990s and three times between 2001 and 2015.  The interviews were timed 
to correspond with major social changes in the country (transition to market relations, the banking crisis and 
others).  This is the only study on preschoolers in Russia that spans more than two decades and makes it possible 
not only to assess the features of the children’s development in a particular social situation, but also to evaluate 
changes over relatively long segments of time. The study was supported by the Russian Foundation for 
Humanit 16-06-00758.

The participants included older preschoolers residing in Moscow and attending preschool.  The age of the 
children ranged from 5.6 to 7.0 years and each of the six stages involved 80-100 participants.  The samples were 
formed based on the same principles each year and are comparable.  

Responses to the following question were interpreted to identify the participants’ dreams and desires: “If you 
had a magic wand that could grant you three wishes, what would you ask for?”  This phrasing allowed the 
children to express any desires, even the most unusual ones, and it permitted the researchers not only to see the 
children’s desires and fantasies, but also to analyze their immediate needs.  

The responses were classified as “magic” or “realistic” and the latter were broken down into three groups 
(wishes for oneself, wishes for friends and family, and wishes for everyone).  Changes in the distribution of 
different responses over the time were analyzed (responses in the 1990s were compared with those in 2015).  
This article presents only the qualitative analysis results.

3. Results and Discussion

In the 1990s, children had fewer “magic” wishes than those that reflected their real needs.  The typical 90-s 
“magic” wishes included wanting to become a sorcerer or learning to fly.

The number of “magic” wishes increased in 2015 and these became the most common category.  Today’s 
children are more likely to desire unrealistic or unrealizable things (“to have nothing impossible in the world...  
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