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This article reviews empirical and theoretical contributions to a multidisciplinary understanding of peer influence pro-
cesses in adolescence over the past decade. Five themes of peer influence research from this decade were identified,
including a broadening of the range of behaviors for which peer influence occurs, distinguishing the sources of influence,
probing the conditions under which influence is amplified/attenuated (moderators), testing theoretically based models of
peer influence processes (mechanisms), and preliminary exploration of behavioral neuroscience perspectives on peer
influence. This review highlights advances in each of these areas, underscores gaps in current knowledge of peer influence
processes, and outlines important challenges for future research.

Research over the past several decades consistently
has revealed an important, yet deceptively simple
finding regarding adolescent development: adoles-
cents’ behaviors and attitudes are remarkably similar
to the behaviors and attitudes of their friends. Many
years ago, a set of distinct, yet inter-related processes
(i.e., homophily effects) was proposed to help ex-
plain this important phenomenon (Kandel, 1978).
Homophily theories suggested that such similarities
between adolescents and their friends are due to
youths’ initial tendencies to affiliate with friends
who already possess similar behavioral proclivities
and like-minded attitudes (i.e., selection effects), as
well as a tendency for adolescents’ and their friends’
behavior and attitudes to become more similar over
time (i.e., socialization effects). Studies determining
the presence of selection and/or socialization effects
for a range of adolescent behaviors (including ag-
gressive and health-risk behaviors most frequently)
dominated the peer influence field over the subse-
quent decades, largely yielding general support for
the relevance of both processes.

In this review, and in much of the literature that
has emerged from the past decade, peer influence is
defined as a phenomenon characterized by the
presence of both selection and socialization. Indeed,
recent research has placed particular emphasis on
further understanding the dynamic, reciprocal asso-
ciations between selection and socialization in ado-
lescent peer relations (e.g., Dishion & Owen, 2002;
Hall & Valente, 2007; Popp, Laursen, Kerr, Stattin, &
Burk, 2008). However, consistent with the emphasis
of empirical work in the past decade, this review will

focus predominantly on socialization processes. It
should be noted at the outset that the research de-
signs and statistical methods applied to the study of
peer influence in the past decade have continued to
vary considerably. Although many studies have en-
gaged in systematic measurement of peer-reported
(i.e., actual) and/or target adolescent-reported (i.e.,
perceived) peer behaviors across time as indicators
of target adolescent behavioral change, a number
of researchers operationalize peer ‘‘influence’’ as
adolescents’ own reports of how much they feel in-
fluenced by agemates. Although this latter concep-
tualization and measurement of influence does
provide information about adolescents’ experiences
with their peers, the current review largely focuses
on research that has examined both perceptions of
peers’ behavior and actual, peer-reported behaviors
in the influence process.

At least five main themes have emerged in the
past decade within the peer influence literature. The
first two of these themes have continued the largely
descriptive research that dominated the field for the
past several decades, addressing the parameters of
peer influence effects. Specifically, while prior work
has focused predominantly on peer socialization of
deviant and aggressive behaviors, an initial theme of
work in the past decade has applied peer influence
theories to the study of other risk behaviors or do-
mains of adjustment that previously had not been
conceptualized as susceptible to socialization pro-
cesses. Second, the past decade has witnessed nota-
ble advances in research on potential sources of peer
influence (e.g., romantic partners, best friends, larger
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peer networks). Three additional themes have
emerged in the past decade of peer influence re-
search; each of these areas of investigation has ad-
dressed ‘‘how’’ or ‘‘why’’ peer socialization happens.
For instance, a third theme has reflected progress
in our understanding of the mechanisms (includ-
ing mediators) of peer socialization processes. This
emphasis has benefitted from expansions of rich
theoretical perspectives previously articulated by
developmental and social psychologists. Fourth, re-
search has begun to focus on moderators that may
magnify or mitigate peer influence effects. Finally,
progress in the field of behavioral neuroscience has
offered interesting preliminary insight into how bi-
ological models may be relevant to peer selection
and socialization.

This review highlights many of the exciting em-
pirical and theoretical findings from the past 10 years
in five sections that parallel the major advances in peer
influence research outlined above. At the end of each
section, a reflective synthesis of recent contributions is
offered with an emphasis on emerging directions and
questions for the field of peer influence research.

BEHAVIORS RELEVANT TO PEER INFLUENCE

The majority of research examining peer influence
effects in prior decades has focused on socialization
of antisocial, deviant, and health-risk behaviors.
Work in these behavioral domains has continued
into the most recent decade, spurred by robust and
consistent support for the role of peers in alcohol use
(for a review, see Bosari & Carey, 2001), smoking (for
a review, see Kobus, 2003), and aggressive and/or
illegal behaviors (e.g., Dishion, Eddy, Haas, Li, &
Spracklen, 1997). This emphasis is understandable,
given the physical and mental health implications of
these behaviors for adolescents and the impact of
antisocial activities on public well-being.

However, recent work has revealed peer social-
ization effects in other domains of adjustment. For
instance, recent work has indicated that internalizing
behaviors, such as nonsuicidal self-injury (Heilbron
& Prinstein, 2008; Nock & Prinstein, 2005; Prinstein,
Guerry, Browne, Rancourt, & Nock, 2009) and
depressive symptoms (Prinstein, 2007; Stevens
& Prinstein, 2005; Van Zalk, Kerr, Branje, Stattin, &
Meeus, 2010), also are susceptible to influence pro-
cesses. Research also has suggested that eating
problems and body image concerns in adolescent
girls may be transmitted by peers (e.g., Hutchinson
& Rapee, 2007), although this behavioral domain is
in need of additional longitudinal work. Further,
peer influence effects appear to be relevant to ado-

lescents’ values and beliefs, such as academic moti-
vation and achievement (Ryan, 2001; Wentzel, Barry,
& Caldwell, 2004) and prejudiced attitudes (Poteat,
2007; Poteat, Espelage, & Green, 2007). With growing
clarity, it appears that the reach of peer influence
processes is broad, and the implications of the be-
havior formation and change motivated by peers
during the formative adolescent years are potentially
quite far-reaching.

The last decade also has produced sorely needed
research to suggest that peer influence effects are
relevant to the development of healthy behaviors
(e.g., prosocial behavior; Barry & Wentzel, 2006).
Peer socialization processes also may provide
potential protection from maladaptative outcomes
(Adamczyk-Robinette, Fletcher, & Wright, 2002;
Prinstein, Boergers, & Spirito, 2001).

Synthesis and Future Directions

As research on the behaviors that may be susceptible
to peer influence continues to progress, it has be-
come evident that socialization by peers is a nor-
mative and perhaps even adaptive phenomenon that
requires study from broader developmental and so-
ciological perspectives (Allen & Antonishak, 2008;
Brown, Bakken, Ameringer, & Mahon, 2008). Ado-
lescents’ reliance on their peers to understand ac-
ceptable and desired behaviors (at least in the peer
context) likely reflects successful individuation from
adult values and healthy identity development
(Brown, 1990; Harter, Stocker, & Robinson, 1996).
Numerous public health campaigns have recognized
the potential power of peers to motivate adolescents
toward adaptive behavior and healthy development
(e.g., ‘‘Students Against Drunk Driving’’; the Office
of National Drug Control Policy’s ‘‘Above the In-
fluence’’ campaign; American Legacy Foundations’
‘‘The Truth’’ antismoking campaign). Moreover, re-
search in other fields has recognized that peer in-
fluence effects are complex and far-reaching (e.g.,
contagion of offensives among prison inmates;
Bayer, Pintoff, & Pozen, 2004; e.g., pertaining to
happiness, loneliness; Fowler & Christakis, 2009).
Exciting work in the coming decades will continue to
understand peer socialization as a normative phe-
nomenon, with emphases on its ubiquity and the
processes that contribute to peers’ broad socializa-
tion influence on adolescents’ development.

In particular, research aimed toward under-
standing the broad applicability of peer influence
effects may benefit from more creative and expan-
sive models of socialization. To date, most of all the
research on peer influence has adopted a modeling
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or imitation perspective, using peers’ engagement in
a specific behavior (i.e., behavior X) as a predictor of
adolescents’ own engagement in the same behavior
(i.e., behavior X). However, it is likely that adoles-
cents’ socialization occurs not only through model-
ing or imitation, but also through social comparison
and/or behavior approximation effects. It is likely
that adolescents who believe their peers engage in a
specific behavior (i.e., behavior X) are more likely to
engage in a related or thematically similar behavior
(i.e., behavior Y). For instance, in our lab preliminary
data suggested that adolescents’ best friends’ en-
gagement in binge eating behavior was associated
with adolescents’ own adoption of negative body-
related cognitions (e.g., body dissatisfaction), but not
binge eating per se (Rancourt & Prinstein, 2008).
Alternatively, it may be that adolescents influence
one another’s behavior due to comparison on related
attributes. In the same study, our findings revealed
that adolescents who deviated from their best friends
in pubertal development were more likely than those
similarly developed to their friends to engage in di-
eting behaviors (Rancourt & Prinstein, 2008). These
types of processes are rarely examined, yet reflect
important ways in which adolescents’ attitudes and
behaviors are influenced by their peers.

SOURCES OF PEER INFLUENCE

A second substantial advance in the past decade has
been a growing recognition of the many different
peersFindividuals and groupsFthat may exert
powerful socialization effects on adolescents’ be-
haviors and attitudes. For many years, adolescent
peer influence was measured by asking adolescents
themselves to report the extent to which their
‘‘peers’’ engaged in specific behaviors. Advances in
the broader peer relations literature clearly have
since delineated a multitude of distinct, salient peer
relationships (Rubin et al., 2006); past work that did
not specifically define who these ‘‘peers’’ were had a
limited picture of the specific relationships that are
most influential. Given the restricted focus of prior
work, it is especially exciting that research in the past
decade has begun to explore more thoroughly both
the best friend relationships and other social contexts
in which peer socialization may occur. For instance,
recent work has examined peer selection and so-
cialization within romantic relationships (Simon,
Aikins, & Prinstein, 2008) and sibling relationships
(Stormshak, Comeau, & Shepard, 2004; van der
Vorst, Engels, Meeus, Dekovic, & Van Leeuwe, 2007).
In addition, research has begun to reflect findings on
adolescent friendship suggesting that most dyadic

relationships are nested within larger networks, or
cliques, of friendships. The recent availability of so-
phisticated quantitative tools such as social network
analysis also has allowed for a more thorough study
of these cliques and the peer influence processes
that may occur within them (e.g., Burk, Steglich, &
Snijders, 2007; Laursen et al., 2008).

Synthesis and Future Directions

The continued study of peer influence within mul-
tiple peer contexts surely will represent a large focus
of work in the coming decade. Socialization within
peer cliques, in particular, has become a very popu-
lar focus of recent work. This research benefits from
the recognition that adolescents and their relation-
ships reside within cliques, crowds, and larger net-
works of friends, and many best friend interactions
(i.e., including those that may be influential) occur in
the presence of many other friends who may alter
the potential for best friend socialization. This is es-
pecially relevant given the volatility of close friend
relations among adolescents. Although the designa-
tion of a single ‘‘close,’’ or ‘‘best’’ friend may change
rapidly, members of a broader peer clique may be
more stable (Urberg, Degirmencioglu, Tolson, &
Halliday-Scher, 1995). Understanding peer influence
in a clique contextFand, when possible, attempting
to compare effects of groups and dyads (see Popp
et al., 2008)Fthus offers great potential to under-
stand socialization effects more meaningfully. How-
ever, it will be important for future research to retain
adequate emphasis on theory and use caution in al-
lowing statistical applications to exclusively dictate
the composition of adolescents’ peer cliques. For
some behaviors (perhaps deviant behavior, for in-
stance), tangentially related peers, connected to one
another within a broad, diffuse network, may have
the potential to influence the behavior of others. In
fact, for some behaviors, peers with whom adoles-
cents do not have any direct relationship still may be
highly influential (i.e., see research on media influ-
ence effects; Dubow, Huesmann, & Greenwood,
2007). However, distant peer affiliations may be less
relevant for covert or internalized attitudes/behav-
iors (e.g., depressive symptoms).

In addition to the need for a careful integration
of theoretical and statistical advances in studying
multiple socialization influencers, there is a strong
need to consider potentially conflicting socialization
influences that adolescents may experience across
distinct peer contexts and understand how youth
reconcile the multiple influencing sources in their
lives. It is quite likely that adolescents receive
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different, but perhaps equally powerful messages
from their close friends, romantic partners, popular
peer role models, enemies, and clique or crowd
affiliates. Recent work, for example, found that ad-
olescents who identified with multiple peer crowds
with competing norms for substance use were less
likely to engage in norm-consistent behavior, but
more likely to adhere to substance use norms if they
reported identification with several groups with
congruent norms (Verkooijen, de Vries, & Nielsen,
2007). However, currently, little is known regarding
the processes that guide adolescent decision-making
when they are confronted with divergent socializa-
tion agents.

PEER INFLUENCE MECHANISMS

One of the most notable contributions of peer influ-
ence research in the past decade has begun to elu-
cidate how or why adolescents may conform to their
peers. Given that it likely is difficult to prevent ad-
olescents from affiliating with peers that may exert
negative influences, the study of mechanisms is
critical for prevention efforts. By understanding why
adolescents conform to peers, it may be possible to
develop preventive measures that alternatively ad-
dress the psychological motivations that currently
lead to conformity. The mechanisms reviewed below
may also be conceptualized and analyzed as medi-
ators, and this term has been included in the review
when used by investigators.

A few dominant theoretical perspectives have
guided recent work on mechanisms of influence
among adolescent peers, and a brief discussion of
these approaches is necessary for understanding the
theoretical underpinnings of the last decade of re-
search. First, developmental theories indicate that the
adolescent transition is marked by increases in (1)
the frequency of peer interactions (Brown, Dolcini,
& Leventhal, 1997); (2) the adoption of increasingly
sophisticated interpersonal behaviors, new social
roles, and novel experiences (Brown, 1990); (3) ado-
lescents’ motivation to develop a stable sense of
identity (i.e., self-concept; Harter et al., 1996); and (4)
youths’ reliance on peer feedback (and their per-
ceived peer status) as a source of identity and self-
evaluation (a process known as ‘‘reflected appraisal’’;
Hergovich, Sirsch, & Felinger, 2002). In short, the peer
context is especially salient in adolescence, and suc-
cess among peers becomes paramount.

The fundamental assumption that adolescents are
particularly attuned to and motivated by positive
regard and belongingness in the peer context pro-
vides a basis for two complementary theoretical

models that help to explain peer socialization effects.
First, social learning theories suggest that within a
salient social context, individuals adopt new behav-
iors through modeling, social reward and punish-
ment, and vicarious reinforcement (via observational
learning) of valued peers (Bandura, 1986). For ex-
ample, adolescents who observe that popular stu-
dents drink alcohol will be motivated to conform to
these behaviors in pursuit of similar status among
peers (i.e., a social reward), particularly if adoles-
cents receive extrinsic social reinforcement for doing
so. Second, identity-based theories discussed largely
within the social psychology literature suggest that
emulation of valued or idealized others’ behavior
and adherence to perceived social norms within a
valued reference group help confer a favorable sense
of self; the adoption of a favorable sense of self is
intrinsically rewarding (Abrams & Hogg, 1990;
Festinger, 1954). In sum, theories suggest that ado-
lescents increasingly invest in peers as primary
sources of social and emotional support while si-
multaneously using feedback and acceptance from
their peers as bases for a sense of self-concept. By
conforming to peers’ behavior, adolescents engage in
behaviors that (1) are associated with high peer sta-
tus; (2) match the social norms of a valued or desired
social group; (3) lead to extrinsic behavioral rein-
forcement within a social context; and (4) contribute
to an intrinsically rewarding sense of a favorable
self-identity. In the past decade, advances in work on
peer influence have allowed for some preliminary
examination of these ideas; each is discussed below.

Peer Influence Mechanisms: Adolescents Engage
in High-Status Behaviors

Evidence from an exciting integration between peer
influence research and recent innovative develop-
ments in the study of adolescent ‘‘peer-perceived
popularity’’ (Cillessen & Rose, 2005; Parkhurst &
Hopmeyer, 1998) has suggested that peer influence
indeed seems to be associated with behaviors linked
to high-status peers. When conceptualizing peer
status as a reputation-based measure reflecting
dominance, positions on the social hierarchy, and
access to resources, investigators revealed that many
of the behaviors especially relevant to peer influence
(i.e., aggressive and health-risk behaviors) are
associated with high statusFspecifically, popular-
ityFamong peers (Mayeux, Sandstrom, & Cillessen,
2008; Prinstein, Meade, & Cohen, 2003; Rancourt
& Prinstein, 2010). Affiliation with adolescents high
in peer-perceived popularity and exposure to the
behavioral norms of these peers are associated with
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increases in adolescents’ own engagement in ag-
gressive behavior (Prinstein & Cillessen, 2003; Rose,
Swenson, & Waller, 2004) as well as several health-
risk behaviors, including maladaptive weight-related
behaviors (Rancourt & Prinstein, 2010). Longitudinal
work by Juvonen and Ho (2008) demonstrated that
middle school students who associated peer-directed
aggressive behavior with high social status (coolness)
in the first semester of middle school demonstrated
increased antisocial behavior in the second year at
that school. In addition, research has revealed that
adolescents are more likely to engage in these be-
haviors and endorse deviant-related attitudes if they
believe that doing so has been endorsed by high-
status peers (Cohen & Prinstein, 2006). If adolescents
are led to believe that these same deviant-related at-
titudes are endorsed by low-status peers, adolescents
demonstrate anticonformity, adopting opposite-va-
lenced attitudes (Cohen & Prinstein, 2006). Related
research suggests that failure to adhere to dominant
or valued social norms may be met with social pun-
ishment in the form of exclusion and rejection by
peers (Juvonen & Galvan, 2008).

Peer Influence Mechanisms: Adolescents Engage
in Behaviors That Match the Social Norms of
a Valued or Desired Group

Social psychologists’ research convincingly has as-
serted that social norms are powerful regulators of
adolescents’ behavior and can explain peer influence
effects (see Berger, 2008; Blanton & Burkley, 2008;
Prentice, 2008). Note, however, that although some
evidence suggests that adolescents may be influ-
enced toward behaviors that are associated with
high status in the peer context, not all adolescents
may value popular peers or desire identification
with high-status individuals. Some adolescents may
be especially influenced toward behaviors that are
associated with social norms of peers who occupy a
less central position within the larger peer network.
For instance, work has suggested that youth with
reputations of peer rejection and histories of ag-
gressive behavior may be especially likely to affiliate
with deviant peer groups, who actively reject the
behavioral norms of the overall peer context and
instead adopt a local set of social norms that may be
more salient to these adolescents’ identity develop-
ment (Dishion, Burraston, & Poulin, 2001; Killeya-
Jones, Costanzo, Malone, Quinlan, & Miller-Johnson,
2007). Other work has suggested that proximal
norms mediate the association between global (i.e.,
broad) norms for a behavior and adolescents’ own
engagement in the behavior (Maddock & Glanz,

2005). Moreover, some behaviors may be associated
with high status only at a developmental level in
which these behaviors are considered to be unique.
For instance, Heilbron and Prinstein (2010) revealed
that nonsuicidal self-injurious behaviors were con-
currently associated with high peer status (both
reputation- and preference-based popularity) in a
sample of early adolescents, suggesting that these
behaviors might be perceived as a feature of high-
status peer groups in this particular context.

Social norms are in the eye of the beholder,
founded primarily on adolescents’ perceptions of
one another’s values and behaviors. Empirical work
before and within this decade has revealed stronger
associations between adolescents’ behavior and their
perception of their peers’ behavioral norms (i.e.,
adolescents’ own report of their peers’ behavior),
compared with the peers’ actual (self-reported)
behavior (see Prentice & Miller, 1996). Exploration of
actual and perceptive norms, and the relevance of
each for influence processes, has appeared in this
decade in the form of research on misperceptions of
peer behavior, such as alcohol use (Perkins, Haines,
& Rice, 2005). Overestimates of behavior also have
been found to mediate associations between peers’
and adolescents’ smoking behavior (Otten, Engels, &
Prinstein, 2009). These findings highlight the im-
portance of considering social norm perceptions in
tandem with actual norms. From an intervention
standpoint, correction of erroneous perceptions may
offer a fruitful redirection of peer influence in
harmful behavioral domains; however, work from
the past decade has suggested that successful ap-
plication of this strategy may depend on such factors
as the target adolescent population and the ability
of the population to identify with the peers who
exhibit the ‘‘corrected’’ norm (see Prentice, 2008, for a
review).

Peer Influence Mechanisms: Adolescents Engage
in Behaviors That Are Reinforced by Peers

Arguably, one of the most substantial contributions
to empirical exploration of the mechanisms of peer
influence has been research on deviancy training, an
interactional process characterized by repeated peer
reinforcement for talk about antisocial acts and atti-
tudes (e.g., Dishion, Spracklen, Andrews, & Patter-
son, 1996; Granic & Dishion, 2003). Through careful
observation of friendship dyads engaged in conver-
sations, this research has demonstrated that peer
reinforcement of antisocial behavior occurs through
positive affective behaviors, such as smiling and
laughing, in response to deviant talk. Among
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adolescent males at risk of antisocial outcomes, re-
search before this decade had shown that this pro-
cess is associated with increases in antisocial and
health-risk behaviors, such as substance use and vi-
olence (e.g., Dishion et al., 1996). Ample work from
the past 10 years has continued to examine this
process as a key mechanism of contagion for anti-
social or deviant behavior across gender and devel-
opment. For instance, this work has suggested that
deviancy training occurs in female adolescents, al-
though to a lesser degree than among male adoles-
cent dyads (Dishion, 2000; Piehler & Dishion, 2007).
The process also has been observed in children as
young as kindergartners; work by Snyder has shown
that engagement in deviancy training predicts esca-
lations in conduct problems across elementary
school (Snyder et al., 2005, 2008). Several studies
from the maturing Oregon Youth Study sample have
detected predictive effects of deviancy training in
early adolescence on problematic behavior in late
adolescence and young adulthood (Dishion, Nelson,
Winter, & Bullock, 2004; Dishion, Nelson, & Yasui,
2005; Patterson, Dishion, & Yoerger, 2000), suggest-
ing that effects of deviancy training in adolescence
persist beyond this developmental period.

The last decade also has witnessed increasingly
complex examinations of related social interaction
dynamics which may amplify social reinforcement
influence mechanisms. Recent research using a dy-
namic systems framework has identified that among
14-year-old male dyads, highly organized or pre-
dictable dyadic social interactions (i.e., low levels of
‘‘entropy’’) interact with deviant talk to predict in-
creases in deviant behavior in young adulthood
(Dishion et al., 2004; Dishion, Piehler, & Myers,
2008). Similarly, ‘‘dyadic mutuality,’’ or the degree of
reciprocity, harmony, and understanding shared by
two friends, also appears to moderate the effects of
deviant talk on problem behavior (Piehler & Dishion,
2007). This work on interpersonal facets of influence
mechanisms highlights the potential for relationship
dynamics to function as both moderators and me-
diators of influence processes.

Peer Influence Mechanisms: Adolescents Engage
in Behaviors That Contribute to a Favorable
Self-Identity

Research on the prototype/willingness model has
suggested that peer conformity may foster a positive
self-concept (Gibbons, Gerrard, & Lane, 2003). Ac-
cording to the dual-process model, adolescents first
determine the norms of relevant, or valued, peer
groups (i.e., a role model) and establish which

behaviors would be approved by these peers. This
favorable evaluation increases the adolescent’s in-
tention to engage in the behavior(s); by aligning with
the values of an admired peer, adolescents them-
selves develop a heightened sense of self. Behavioral
willingness to engage in a particular (even risky)
behavior is based on adolescents’ perceptions that
esteemed peers would likely approve.

Synthesis and Future Directions

Recent research has offered exceptional advances
toward understanding ‘‘how’’ and ‘‘why’’ peer in-
fluence works. However, it will be important to
recognize that a ‘‘once size fits all’’ approach likely
will not be fruitful when applying theories toward
understanding socialization of different behaviors.
For instance, although many of the theories dis-
cussed above help to elucidate socialization of de-
viant or health-risk behaviors, it is difficult to
successfully apply these same theories of other so-
cialized behaviors, such as depressive symptoms. As
compared with socialization of deviant behaviors,
depression socialization may be motivated by dis-
tinct psychological functions (e.g., see self-verifica-
tion theory; Swann, 1983; also see Coyne, 1999;
Sacco, 1999). Alternately, peer influence may operate
through reinforcements or norms within unique peer
contexts. For instance, although depressive symp-
toms are unlikely reinforced within the larger peer
group, socialization may confer unique benefits
within close friendships or romantic relationships
(see Rose, Carlson, & Waller, 2007). Yet another
possibility is that some behaviors are influenced by
anticonformity processes. Although rarely studied,
anticonformity is a powerful phenomenon that is
directly the result of peer influence processes;
however, adolescents may be less likely to realize
that they are being influenced by peers because
they are engaging in behavior that is the opposite
of what the peer majority prefers. By engaging
in behaviors that are opposed to the majority’s
values, adolescents believe they are signaling their
individuality and freedom from concerns about their
popularity.

PEER INFLUENCE MODERATORS

As with research on peer influence mechanisms, re-
search in the past decade has begun to address
important questions regarding moderators of the
socialization process. Because preventing affiliation
among teens is both improbable and potentially
detrimental to healthy psychosocial develop-
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ment (see Hall & Valente, 2007), avoiding negative
effects of peer affiliation depends on understanding
the factors that increase susceptibility or vulnerabil-
ity to peer influence. Although research on peer in-
fluence moderators remains relatively rare, this has
been a rapidly growing area of work in the past
decade.

For the purpose of this review, it is useful to de-
scribe these moderators as four ‘‘levels’’ or classes of
variables (Hartup, 2005; Prinstein, 2007). First, char-
acteristics of the influenced adolescent (i.e., the target
adolescent) may alter susceptibility or resistance to
peer influence. Second, features of the influence
source (the influencing peer) may function to mod-
erate influence effects. Third, the type or nature of
the relationship between the target and the influ-
encer may be relevant to the influence process. And
finally, the type of behavior in question, such as de-
viant, neutral, or prosocial, also may impact sus-
ceptibility. Not surprisingly, these moderators also
interact with one another both across and within
levels of analysis (see Dishion & Dodge, 2005;
Hartup, 2005; Lavallee, Bierman, & Nix, 2005).

Peer Influence Moderators: Target Adolescent
Characteristics

As compared with other factors that may moderate
the potency of peer socialization effects, character-
istics of the individual target adolescent have been
studied most frequently. Initial work examined
simple demographic variables (e.g., gender, age) that
may affect peer influence; a trend to continue ex-
ploring this question continued in the most recent
decade. Still, results have been equivocal, suggesting
a need for more complex or theoretically informed
questions.

For instance, the examination of gender as a
moderator of peer socialization effects suggested that
gender may prove relevant only within more com-
plex two- and three-way interaction terms that also
consider age and the specific behavior being influ-
enced. In the past decade, close friend influence
effects for substance use (Erickson, Crosnoe, &
Dombusch, 2000) and roommate socialization of
binge drinking (Duncan, Boisjoly, Kremer, Levy, &
Eccles, 2005) have been found for male, but not fe-
male, adolescents. In an examination of the moder-
ating effects of parental support and discipline on
peer influence of alcohol use, Marshal and Chassin
(2000) found that parental intervention reduced
susceptibility to influence for girls, but amplified
influence effects for boys of the same age. Gender
differences in patterns of moderator relationships

also were found in research on depression contagion,
yet with different results (Prinstein, 2007; Stevens &
Prinstein, 2005).

Within the past 10 years, some interesting work
examining age-related correlates have yielded a
more consistent set of findings. For instance, recent
work has suggested that vulnerability to socializa-
tion might be a function of developmentally nor-
mative psychosocial maturation, including identity
development. Findings regarding age-related vul-
nerabilities to peer influence (Monahan, Steinberg, &
Cauffman, 2009; Steinberg & Monahan, 2007; Sumter,
Bokhorst, Steinberg, & Westenberg, 2009) certainly
are consistent with this hypothesis. Research has also
suggested that higher levels of self-regulation among
late adolescents (Gardner, Dishion, & Connell, 2008)
and inhibitory control among younger adolescents
(Vitale et al., 2005) conferred protection against de-
viant peer influences.

Allen, Porter, and McFarland (2006) proposed that
susceptibility to influence is a function of autonomy
development (i.e., behavior change resulting from
interactions with peers is a reflection of adolescents’
capacity to self-direct one’s behavior and engage in
independent thinking). Using an adolescent’s ability
to maintain his/her viewpoint in a discussion with a
best friend as a performance-based measure of peer
susceptibility, Allen et al. (2006) revealed that sus-
ceptibility was associated longitudinally with psy-
chosocial difficulties (e.g., increases in depressive
symptoms and declines in popularity with peers).
Conversely, these investigators found that the ability
to influence friends was associated with resistance to
negative peer pressure and markers of healthy psy-
chosocial adaptation. Further supporting the role of
autonomy development in peer influence suscepti-
bility, Bamaca and Umana-Taylor (2006) found a link
between self-reported resistance to overt pressure
from peers and emotional autonomy from parents in
a Mexican American sample of adolescents. Thus, it
appears that adolescents’ capacity to both influence
and be influenced may vary based on success in
meeting age-related developmental milestones.

In addition to the study of demographic factors
and related constructs, some research examining
target adolescents’ characteristics has suggested that
adolescents’ own psychological symptoms may in-
crease their susceptibility to peer influence. Social
anxiety (and perhaps other indicators of internaliz-
ing distress) has emerged as an especially important
variable that increases the likelihood for adolescents
to conform to peers, both in longitudinal research
examining depression contagion between close
friends (Prinstein, 2007) and in an experimental study
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of adherence to electronic confederates’ behavior
(Cohen & Prinstein, 2006). Additionally, difficulties
negotiating family relationships also appears to en-
hance susceptibility to peer influence (Jaccard, Blan-
ton, & Dodge, 2005; Vitaro, Brendgen, & Tremblay,
2000).

Peer Influence Moderators: Influencer
Characteristics

Characteristics of the influencing peer represent a
second class of moderators. Unfortunately, this area
has been understudied. Extant research from the last
decade suggests that peers high in peer status are
more likely than low-status peers to exert socializa-
tion effects for aggressive/health-risk behav-
iors (Cohen & Prinstein, 2006) and depressive
symptoms (Prinstein, 2007). It appears that dissimi-
larity between characteristics of the influencing
peer and characteristics of the target adolescent also
may moderate influence, such that greater dis-
crepancies between partners on key traits predicts
higher susceptibility (e.g., Simon, Aikins, & Prinstein,
2008).

Features of an adolescent’s friendship group also
constitute potentially important moderators of the
group’s influence effects. In a study of group-level
influence in preadolescents, Ellis and Zarbatany
(2007) found that groups with greater centrality
within the larger peer network were more potent
sources of influence for prosocial behavior, relational
aggression, school misconduct, and deviant behav-
iorFarguably, characteristics that contribute to or
maintain the visibility of the group. Groups low in
social preference (i.e., comprised of youth who were
rejected by their peers) demonstrated enhanced in-
fluence effects for deviant behavior only.

Peer Influence Moderators: Target – Influencer
Relationship Characteristics

A third group of moderators includes relationship
attributes between the target and the influencing
peer that may alter peer susceptibility. As noted
above, the work of Dishion and colleagues has sug-
gested that characteristics of deviant adolescents’
friendship interactions, particularly dyadic mutual-
ity, moderates the association between deviant talk
and adolescents’ antisocial behavior (e.g., Piehler &
Dishion, 2007). Other studies of this decade have
examined global relationship quality as a moderator
of peer socialization. Generally, results suggest that
high levels of positive friendship quality increase
peer socialization of depression symptoms (Prin-

stein, 2007), substance use (Urberg, Luo, Pilgrim, &
Degirmencioglu, 2003), and prosocial behavior
(Barry & Wentzel, 2006). These findings seem to in-
dicate that intimacy, support, and positive affect
between friends promote conformity, at least for
some behaviors.

Friendship reciprocity, as a possible reflection of
the cohesion and affinity between an adolescent
target and influencer, also has been considered as a
potential moderator of peer influence. Contradictory
theories abound, however. On the one hand, if an
adolescent desires a relationship (or more equal re-
lationship) with a nonreciprocated peer, she or he
might be more inclined to conform to this peer’s
behavior (see Heilbron & Prinstein, 2008). On the
other hand, reciprocal friendships typically involve
stronger relationship qualities that are thought to
enhance socialization effects, as discussed above.
Research examining friendship reciprocity as a
moderator of peer influence has yielded support
for both hypotheses (cf. Bot, Engels, Knibbe, &
Meeus, 2005; Hall & Valente, 2007; Mercken, Candel,
Willems, & de Vries, 2007; Stevens & Prinstein,
2005).

Peer Influence Moderators: Type of Behavior

Fourth, research in the last decade has revealed im-
portant findings regarding specific behaviors that
may be most susceptible to peer socialization effects.
This notion first was suggested by Berndt (1979),
who hypothesized that susceptibility to pressure
depended on the social and legal value associated
with the target behavior. Clasen and Brown (1985)
later proposed a modified classification of peer in-
fluence, urging a conceptualization of the process in
terms of activity type. A rich literature initiated be-
fore this decade indicated that antisocial and un-
healthy behaviors are most vulnerable to contagion
processes. Recent work has further delineated that
certain stages of behavioral engagement (e.g., initi-
ation of smoking behavior or cessation of alcohol and
chewing tobacco use; Maxwell, 2002) may be par-
ticularly prone to peer influence. Further, research of
this decade has suggested that influence may be
more salient for some subtypes of behavior; for ex-
ample, Ryan (2001) found that classmates influenced
middle schoolers’ academic achievement and in-
trinsic motivation for school, but not their expected
success in school or their beliefs about the impor-
tance of school. Espelage, Holt, and Henkel (2003)
detected a significant effect of adolescents’ peer
group on increases in bullying, but not fighting.
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Synthesis and Future Directions

A large and growing number of investigators have
examined the factors that increase or decrease the
likelihood of influence effects between peers, and
these findings are essential toward the development
of more precise, targeted intervention efforts. At this
stage, current knowledge of moderators is largely
descriptive; future examination of these variables
should be directed by developmental psychopa-
thology theories. For example, it is likely that re-
search from the past decade has collectively
identified variance related to a broader vulnerability
construct that renders youth more or less susceptible
to influence.

In addition, it should be noted that moderators are
variables hypothesized to affect peer influence sus-
ceptibility. A more direct approach toward under-
standing resistance to peer influence would be to
study susceptibility as a unique construct. Several
approaches for operationalizing and examining peer
influence susceptibility are available; however, re-
search still is needed to fully understand this elusive
construct (Allen et al., 2006; Steinberg & Monahan,
2007).

Note also that although much of the work con-
ducted within the last 10 years has been focused on
peer influence within normative adolescent popula-
tions, there is evidence for iatrogenic effects within
mental health group interventions for adolescents
(Dodge, Dishion, & Lansford, 2006). Influence
research should continue this examination of mod-
erators that may be particularly relevant for social-
ization processes in at-risk or clinical populations,
with an aim toward effectively alleviating harmful
effects for particularly vulnerable youth.

INTEGRATION OF BEHAVIORAL GENETICS,
NEUROSCIENCE, AND PEER INFLUENCE

RESEARCH

Similar to a trend seen in behavioral science more
broadly, investigations on peer influence have begun
to consider biological factors that may be relevant
for understanding peer influence. Typical brain de-
velopment during adolescenceFincluding broad
growth in social cognitive skillsForients teens to-
ward the social world and heightens the salience of
peers (e.g., Blakemore & Choudhury, 2006). Research
using fMRI and other imaging methods has en-
abled identification of neural profiles associated with
heightened sensitivity to peer influence (Grosbras
et al., 2007; Nelson, Leibenluft, McClure, & Pine,
2005), offering additional insight into the individual

(and biologically based) factors which may moder-
ate the association between peers’ and adolescents’
behavior.

Further, research from the past decade has sug-
gested that genetic liability could be a moderator of
the relationship between exposure to peer behavior
and adolescents’ own behavior. Adolescents have
genetically influenced individual differences that
render them more or less susceptible to peer influ-
ence (i.e., a gene – environment interaction; Rutter &
Silberg, 2002). A study by Harden, Hill, Turkheimer,
and Emery (2008) found that the impact of best
friends’ substance use on target adolescents’ use was
most pronounced for adolescents with the highest
genetic vulnerability for using tobacco and alcohol.
This interaction also has been observed for other
outcomes and at various ages. In two samples of
young twins, youth were most likely to be physically
aggressive if they were both genetically liable for this
behavior and were exposed to highly aggressive
peers (Brendgen et al., 2008; van Lier et al., 2007).

Recent research has offered an additional per-
spective on the biological origins of susceptibility to
peer influence. An fMRI study by Grosbras et al.
(2007) identified that when 10-year-old participants
were exposed to socially relevant and emotionally
evocative stimuli, individuals who scored relatively
higher on a self-report measure of resistance to peer
influence (RPI; Steinberg & Monahan, 2007) ex-
hibited a different pattern of neural activity com-
pared with children who scored lower on this
measure (i.e., children who are less likely to resist
peer influences). Specifically, individuals with higher
RPI scores showed significantly more connectivity
between regions of the brain that process actions of
others and areas involved in decision making. Evi-
dence for similar functional connectivity between
frontoparietal and prefrontal cortical networks in
adolescents (Paus et al., 2008) suggests that resis-
tance to peer influenceFas measured by the RPIFis
mediated by specific features of the brain.

Synthesis and Future Directions

These initial studies illustrate a need to further con-
sider biologically based mechanisms and moderators
in researchers’ conceptualizations of peer influence
effects. Behavioral genetics approaches can offer in-
sight into both genetic and environmental causal
mechanisms that remain undetected through other
methods (Moffitt, 2005). Cognitive neuroscience
approaches offer a critical avenue for better under-
standing adolescents’ information processing mech-
anisms that may mediate peer influence effects.

174 BRECHWALD AND PRINSTEIN



Clearly, more research on this relatively novel ap-
proach to the study of peer influence processes will
help to further tailor focused prevention and inter-
vention programs aimed to reduce negative influ-
ence effects.

CONCLUSION

Overall, research on peer influence has expanded
dramatically within the past decade, offering im-
portant conceptual, methodological, and empirical
contributions to an exciting and important area of
study. Much work is still needed, including contin-
ued examination within each of the domains of peer
influence research reviewed here. Moreover, there is
a very strong need to further understand factors that
may be relevant for understanding potential ethnic
or cultural differences in peer selection and social-
ization processes; unfortunately, these issues have
been grossly understudied. Continued work utiliz-
ing longitudinal designs, particularly involving
multiple waves of data, also will be essential in
the future to help elucidate reciprocal associations
between selection and socialization processes and
to illuminate the developmental changes that may
underlie the types of behaviors, moderators,
and mechanisms that may be especially pertinent at
various ages. Large data sets also will help to ap-
propriately examine questions regarding complex
social networks, and overlapping relationships, that
accurately reflect the true complexity of adolescents’
peer interactions. Further, more data are needed to
understand the magnitude of peer influence effects,
particularly as compared with other risk factors for
maladaptive behaviors.

Peer influence processes are reported with re-
markable consistency in multiple social science
literatures, demonstrating unequivocally that adole-
scents’ peer interactions can have dramatic effects on
attitude and behavior development. The opportunity
to examine the specific manner in which peer influ-
ence processes operate and they ways that these
processes can be modified or productively harnessed
in efforts to improve adolescent well-being, is an
exciting empirical challenge. The past 10 years have
offered stimulating research that should serve to
invigorate investigators for decades to come.
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