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ABSTRACT
Objective: Social psychological theories
provide bases for understanding how
social comparison processes may impact
peer influence. This study examined two
peer characteristics that may impact peer
influence on adolescent girls’ weightrelated behavior intentions: body size
and popularity.
Method: A school-based sample of 66
9th grade girls (12–15 years old) completed an experimental paradigm in
which they believed they were interacting
with other students (i.e., “e-confederates”). The body size and popularity of
the e-confederates were experimentally
manipulated. Participants were randomly
assigned to one of the three experimental
conditions in which they were exposed to
identical maladaptive weight-related
behavior norms communicated by ostensible female peers who were either: (1)
Thin and Popular; (2) Thin and Average
Popularity; or (3) Heavy and Average Popularity. Participants’ intent to engage in
weight-related behaviors was measured
pre-experiment and during public and
private segments of the experiment.

Introduction
Adolescents’ engagement in maladaptive weightcontrol behaviors confers risk for eating disorders,
weight gain, and obesity.1–3 Peers are important to
adolescent girls’ engagement in maladaptive
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Results: A significant effect of condition
on public conformity was observed. Participants exposed to peers’ maladaptive
weight-related behavior norms in the
Heavy and Average condition reported
significantly less intent to engage in
weight-related behaviors than participants in either of the thin-peer conditions
(F(2) 5 3.93, p 5 .025). Peer influence
on private acceptance of weight-related
behavior intentions was similar across
conditions (F(2) 5 .47, p 5 .63).
Discussion: Body size comparison may
be the most salient component of peer
influence processes on weight-related
behaviors. Peer influence on weightrelated behavior intention also appears
to impact private beliefs. Considering
peer norms in preventive interventions
combined
with
dissonance-based
C 2014 Wiley
approaches may be useful. V
Periodicals, Inc.
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weight-related behaviors. Both perceptions of
peers’ weight-related behaviors and peers’ actual
weight-related behaviors are associated with girls’
own unhealthy weight-related behaviors.4–7
Weight-related behaviors, however, encompass a
spectrum from adaptive (e.g., making healthy food
choices) to maladaptive (e.g., unhealthy dieting)
behavior. Although peer influence on girls’ maladaptive weight-related behaviors is established, less
is known about which peers may be most
influential.
Social psychology offers two related theories that
may be particularly relevant to understanding how
peers might influence adolescent girls’ weightrelated behaviors. First, social comparison theory
suggests that individuals evaluate themselves
through comparisons with others, and then act to
reduce perceived discrepancies.8 The association
between adolescents’ “self” versus “other” body
comparisons and concurrent disordered eating
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behavior and attitudes has been examined via survey studies9 and experimental methods.10 Studies
consistently demonstrate that adolescents’ body
comparisons are strongly associated with unhealthy weight-related attitudes and behaviors.10
Second, the prototype/willingness model suggests that the process of social comparison may be
especially potent when individuals evaluate themselves against an “ideal,” or a “high status” prototype.11 Specifically, the more favorable the image of
the comparison peer (i.e., the “prototype”), the
more likely adolescents will be to engage in behaviors associated with that image if given the opportunity.11 During adolescence, ideal prototypes
often are same-aged, high status (i.e., popular)
peers.12 Many adolescent risk behaviors are
strongly associated with adolescents’ desire to
maintain or increase their popularity among
peers.13,14 The prototype/willingness model has yet
to be applied to adolescents’ unhealthy weightrelated behaviors.
Although popularity may be the central prototype characteristic associated with adolescents’
conformity to risk behaviors such as alcohol or
tobacco use, both popularity and body size may be
relevant to weight-related behavior prototypes.
Data suggest that popularity is associated with
thinness and also may be associated with higher
levels of unhealthy weight-related behaviors
among adolescent girls.15,16 Smaller body size,
however, also is associated with higher levels of
maladaptive weight-related behaviors.15,16 Given
that thinness may be rewarded within the peer
context via increased popularity, female prototypes
are likely to be both thin and popular. It is unclear
whether the most important prototype characteristic for peer influence on adolescent girls’ unhealthy
weight-related behaviors is the popularity of a
comparison peer, the thinness of that peer, or if the
impact of body-related social comparisons on maladaptive weight-related behaviors may be augmented when the comparison target/prototype is
both popular and thin.
Clarifying the prototype that may be most salient
to adolescent girls’ intention to engage in both
healthy and unhealthy weight-related behaviors
has important implications for prevention work.
More recent preventive interventions are emphasizing the importance of peers in the process of
preventing disordered eating behavior,17 in addition to increasing dissonance related to the societal
thinness norm.18 Identifying prototypes that are
influential to adolescent girls’ weight-related
behaviors will allow further tailoring of these prevention approaches, not only to address individual
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risk factors, but also to attend to broader interpersonal and contextual risk factors. Furthermore, if
peer influence from ideal prototypes impacts girls’
private acceptance of unhealthy weight-related
behaviors, the focus of prevention messages and
skills will be different than if peer influence effects
are not internalized.
This study used an innovative experimental
“chatroom” paradigm to examine two peer characteristics that may impact female adolescents’ social
comparison and peer influence processes: popularity and body size. The popularity and body size of
female electronic confederates (“e-confederates”)
were manipulated within the experiment, but all econfederates endorsed identical levels of intention
to engage in maladaptive weight-related behaviors.
It was hypothesized that adolescent girls exposed
to maladaptive body and dieting norms communicated by thin and popular e-confederates would be
more likely to publically conform to these behaviors than girls exposed to maladaptive norms conveyed by e-confederates who were either (1) thin
and average popularity, or (2) heavy and average
popularity. Although including a heavy and high
popularity condition would be ideal from both
methodological and interpretive perspectives, the
data collected supported previous research demonstrating an association between higher popularity
and lower body size.15,16 No participants who were
popular met criteria for overweight or obese status
(i.e., body mass index percentile  85th percentile29); therefore, it was impossible to convincingly
construct a heavy and high popularity condition in
the current study. It also was hypothesized that
peer influence on unhealthy weight-related behavior intentions would impact private acceptance of
adolescents’ intentions reported outside the peer
context (i.e., outside the chatroom). Specifically,
participants exposed to thin and popular
e-confederates would demonstrate the greatest
consistency between public versus private weightrelated behavior intentions.

Method
Participants
Participants included 66 adolescent girls in the 9th
grade attending a rural high school in the Southeastern
United States. The ethnic composition of the sample
included 57.6% White, 12.1% African American, 16.7%
Hispanic, 7.6% of participants from mixed ethnic backgrounds, and 6.0% Asian American. Participants were
aged 12 (1.5%), 14 (83.3%), and 15 (15.2%). According to
county records, the school was located in a city with a
International Journal of Eating Disorders 47:5 437–447 2014
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population in the middle-income socioeconomic status
bracket (per capita income approximately $47,063) and
approximately 20% of students were eligible for free or
reduced-price lunch. The estimated median income of the
study sample was comparable to the city per capita
income ($47,657). Compared to the racial/ethnic composition of the overall school, the study sample had significantly fewer White participants (v2(1) 5 4.59, p 5 .03), and
significantly more participants of multi-racial (v2(1) 5
16.25, p < .001) and Asian heritage (v2(1) 5 9.14, p 5 .003).
Procedure
All regular education 9th grade students were recruited
for participation in a study examining peer relationships
and psychological adjustment in the fall of 2010. Parental
consent forms for study recruitment were handdistributed to all 9th graders, with encouragement and
incentives for form return. Of the 150 female 9th graders,
103 returned consent forms (69%), with 85 forms granting parental consent to participate (57% of all 9th grade
girls; 83% of those who returned forms). Adolescents provided assent to participate in both the baseline questionnaire and experimental portions of the study at baseline.
Seventy-six girls (89% of consented sample) provided
baseline data; attrition was because of transferring
schools (n 5 1) and nonattendance (n 5 8). The study
and all procedures were approved by the university
human subjects committee.
Pre-experiment data collection involved a sample of
76 adolescent girls. From this original sample, a total of
72 girls provided pre-experiment data and were available
for participation in the experimental portion of the study.
Stratified randomization was used to ensure that participants assigned to each condition represented a range of
popularity, ethnicities (categorized as White or nonWhite), and body sizes. Participants were assigned to one
of three experimental conditions in which they were
exposed to identical messages conveyed by: (1) thin and
popular e-confederates (Thin & Popular); (2) thin and
average popularity e-confederates (Thin & Average); or
(3) heavy and average popularity e-confederates (Heavy
& Average).
Sixty-eight participants completed the experimental
portion of the study. Attrition was because of absence (n
5 3) and school dropout (n 5 1). Two participants’ data
were discarded because of self-reported suspicion about
the study design, leaving a final sample of 66 participants
for data analysis. There were no significant differences
between participants who completed the experimental
paradigm and those who did not in terms of ethnic/racial
identification, body mass index, perception of current
figure (i.e., silhouette selection), and responses to
weight-related behavior scenarios. A priori power analyses suggested that this sample size would be sufficient to
detect large between-group effects of f 5 .39.19
International Journal of Eating Disorders 47:5 437–447 2014

Experimental Paradigm Construction
Pre-experiment measures of popularity, likeability,
body mass index, body silhouettes, and weight-related
behavior intentions were collected before adolescents
participated in the experimental paradigm. Data from
this pre-test were used: (1) to construct the experimental
paradigm; (2) for participant randomization into different experimental conditions; and (3) as a covariate in
analyses of experimental results.
Sociometric Assessment. Data on adolescents’ peer status and friendship affiliations were used to construct the
experimental conditions in the “chatroom.” Sociometric
nomination is an ecologically valid assessment method
used to capture measures of students’ peer status (e.g.,
likeability, popularity20). Thus, consistent with standard
procedures used in research on adolescent peer relations,20 sociometric assessment was used to collect data
concerning adolescents’ (1) popularity and likeability
among their peers and (2) friendship affiliations. Participants nominated an unlimited number of peers from
alphabetized rosters of all students in participants’ grade
level who were “most popular” and “least popular.” The
order of alphabetized names on this roster was counterbalanced (i.e., A–Z; Z–A) to control for possible order
effects on nominee selection. A sum of the number of
nominations each adolescent received was computed
and standardized. A difference score between standardized “most popular” and “least popular” nominations
was computed and re-standardized to obtain a measure
of popularity (i.e., reputation-based status), with higher
scores indicating greater popularity.21 Adolescents similarly nominated peers whom they “liked the most” and
“liked the least.” Likeability (i.e., preference-based status) scores were calculated in the same manner as popularity scores, with higher scores indicating being more
well-liked by peers and lower scores indicating greater
peer rejection.22 Although the focus of this study was on
the reputation-based construct of popularity, popularity
and likeability are distinct peer status constructs by adolescence23 and are differentially associated with health
risk behaviors24; therefore, likeability scores also were
considered in the construction of the experimental conditions. Of note, research has documented a lack of negative outcomes associated with children’s and
adolescents’ completion of sociometric assessments.25
Participants also selected an unlimited number of
their “closest friends” from a grade-wide roster and then,
from this selection, specified a “very best friend” and two
additional “best friends.” Sociometric data were used to
construct experimental conditions (i.e., to determine
friendship groups of high popularity and average popularity peers).
Hypothetical Weight-Related Scenarios. Because it
would be unethical to induce disordered eating behavior
in participants, participants’ intention to engage in
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weight-related behaviors (either adaptive or maladaptive) was measured as a proxy for actual weight-related
behaviors. Behavioral intention is significantly correlated
with, and predictive of, engaging in risk behaviors,
including unhealthy weight-related behaviors.26,27
Adolescent girls’ weight-related behavior intentions
were assessed using a hypothetical scenario instrument.
Participants were presented with hypothetical situations
in which adolescent girls may feel pressure to engage in
unhealthy weight-related behaviors. Two focus groups of
recent high school graduates contributed to the creation
and revision of this instrument. Focus group participants
provided examples of plausible, age-appropriate social
situations that may encourage disordered eating behavior, particularly in a peer context, as well as a range of
possible responses to these situations (i.e., adaptive to
maladaptive). Once scenarios were created, feedback
was elicited from focus group participants on both the
scenarios and response options to achieve maximum
authenticity and believability.
A total of six hypothetical weight-related behavior scenarios were constructed. Each scenario consisted of several sentences describing a situation in which adolescent
girls may feel pressured to endorse maladaptive weightrelated behaviors, as well as five to six behavioral
responses. Scenarios represented a range of weightrelated behaviors including caloric restriction, exercise,
and public endorsement of body dissatisfaction.
Response options ranged from adaptive (e.g., “Decide
not to diet”) to maladaptive (e.g., “Choose the diet you
think will make you lose weight the fastest”) and were
ordered in a Likert-scale format to reflect either increasing or decreasing level of risk behavior (counterbalanced
across scenarios). Participants were asked to indicate the
option that best represented how they would respond in
the hypothetical situation; responses represented intent
to engage in weight-related behaviors. For example, participants were presented with the following vignette:
“You notice that one of your friends is only eating a
handful of baby carrots and a few sticks of celery at
lunch. Your friend says she’s trying to “get healthy” by
eating “better” and losing some weight. You look down at
your sandwich, fruit salad, and brownie and. . .”
Response options included: (A) “Eat everything—sandwich, fruit, and brownie”; (B) “Eat the whole sandwich
and the fruit only”; (C) “Eat half the sandwich and the
fruit only”; (D) “Eat only a few bites of your lunch”; and
(E) “Decide not to eat anything and throw out your
lunch.”
Individual item responses were reverse-coded where
appropriate and then standardized. Standardized scores
were averaged into an overall composite score, with
higher scores indicating greater intent to engage in maladaptive weight-related behavior. Internal consistency of
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weight-related behavior intent was acceptable at all
administrations (pre-experiment a 5 .65; public a 5 .74;
private a 5 .73). Concurrent validity was supported by
significant correlations among pre-experiment weightrelated behavior intentions and pre-experiment selfreport measures of dieting behavior and weight satisfaction (all ps < .05).
Hypothetical scenarios were presented to participants
three times. First, they were administered during preexperiment data collection. These data were analyzed to
determine the normative (i.e., mean) response to each
scenario among participants and define an “above
average” maladaptive response for each scenario (i.e., 1/
2 1 SD). These “above average” maladaptive weightrelated responses were attributed to e-confederates in
the context of the experimental paradigm. The second
and third presentations of the hypothetical scenarios
occurred within the experimental paradigm: (1) once in
the presence of peers within the chatroom (i.e., to assess
public conformity to weight-related behavior intention
norms) and (2) then again in the absence of peers (i.e., to
assess private acceptance of weight-related behavior
intentions). Public conformity and private acceptance
intention scores were used as dependent measures to
examine the proposed hypotheses. Pre-experiment
weight-related behavior intention was included as a
covariate in all analyses.
Body Silhouettes. The Ideal Body Subscale (IBSFemale28) consists of 12 numbered female silhouettes
ranging in size from very thin (#1) to very obese (#12).
This measure was administered at pre-experiment data
collection to obtain data used in constructing experimental
conditions.
Specifically,
pre-experiment
responses to participants’ self-reported current body
size, ideal body size, and most attractive body size silhouettes were used to identify silhouettes that would be
considered thin or heavy within the study sample. Econfederates’ body size was manipulated across conditions by displaying thin or heavy body shapes that were
ostensibly self-reported by these e-confederates at the
start of the “chatroom” session.
Body Mass Index. Participants self-reported their birth
date and current height and weight at the preexperiment data collection. BMI-by-age percentiles
(BMI) were determined using the CDC BMI-for-age
growth chart for girls aged 2–20 years old.29 Participants’
self-reported baseline BMI was used in the stratified randomization procedure. The majority of participants
reported having a healthy weight (5th–85th percentiles;
56.0%). A total of 3.0% were underweight (< 5th percentile), and 15.2% fell into the overweight (85th–95th percentiles; 9.1%) or obese (>95th percentile; 6.1%)
categories. Seventeen participants (25.8%) provided
insufficient data to calculate BMI.
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Experimental Paradigm
The experimental paradigm simulated an Internet
“chatroom” and was successfully developed and tested
in prior research.13 Participants were told that the purpose of the study was to understand “how adolescents
communicate over the Internet” and that they would
have an opportunity to communicate electronically via
an Internet chatroom with three female peers from their
grade who ostensibly were working on computers in
other rooms throughout the school. In reality, the three
grade-mates in each participant’s chatroom were preprogrammed, computer-generated e-confederates. The
popularity and body size of the e-confederates were
manipulated across experimental conditions, as discussed above. The electronic paradigm was elaborately
programmed to appear as a functional Internet browser
and “chatroom” website, and was created using the
Direct RT computer program.30
Upon arrival at the computer kiosk, participants were
informed that the chatroom was programmed to allow
adolescents to communicate with each other in a specific
order (Participant 1 responds first, Participant 2 responds
second, etc.), that the order was randomly determined,
and that chatroom participants would be answering a
series of multiple-choice questions. In fact, the response
order was predetermined to ensure that all participants
responded fourth (i.e., last). This design guaranteed that
participants would be exposed to the responses (i.e.,
social norms) of the e-confederates (i.e., “Participants” 1,
2, and 3) before providing their own responses. Once the
participant had received this brief orientation, a
computer-generated image of an Internet homepage
associated with the researchers’ university was displayed.
Throughout the entire experiment, participants only
interacted with a simulated web browser on the computer’s hard drive and were not actually connected to the
Internet or in a functional chatroom.
Before entering the chatroom “website,” participants
were asked via computer-generated instructions to
provide some personal background information for the
ostensible purpose of acquainting chatroom members.
Participants entered the first name and last initial of
each of their two best friends in their grade, identified
their two favorite activities from a list, and chose the
body silhouette that best represented their current
body size. In order to encourage accurate responses,
participants were informed that they would have the
opportunity to meet the other chatroom members in
person at the end of the experiment. After providing
this background information, participants “logged on”
to the chatroom. The authenticity of this process was
bolstered by several screens that displayed messages
such as “Downloading Participant Information” and
associated gauges indicating the progress of the
download.
International Journal of Eating Disorders 47:5 437–447 2014

Within the chatroom, each of the three e-confederates
and the participant had a response window associated
with their identity in which their personal background
information (i.e., best friends, hobbies, body silhouette)
was posted. Participants were told that all on-screen
information was visible to all chatroom members (i.e., econfederates). Background information for the participant and the three e-confederates remained on screen
during participants’ time in the chatroom and was thus
understood to be continuously visible to all chatroom
members.
Background information (i.e., two best friends, hobbies, silhouettes) was manipulated to imply popularity
and body size of the e-confederates. Friendship nominations and popularity levels collected during the preexperiment sociometric assessment provided information that identified: (1) the names of grade-mates who
had been rated by students as either high or average popularity and (2) friendship groups composed of grademates with similar levels of popularity (i.e., either high or
average). E-confederates’ popularity status was communicated by listing either two popular or two average status female friends, based on the actual high or average
popularity friendship groups that emerged from the
sociometric nominations. The credibility of the experimental manipulation was increased by including the first
names and last initials of girls who actually were members of the same friendship group within the participants’ grade.
Given the ethnic composition of the sample, econfederates were based on friendship nominations of
White participants to minimize confounding of effects
due to potential differences in weight-related norms
across ethnic groups. Additionally, in order to minimize
any confounding effects of likeability, all e-confederate
friends had similar levels of popularity and likeability
(i.e., high on both popularity and likability, average on
both popularity and likeability). The mean popularity
and likeability scores of the e-confederates’ friends were
significantly higher in the high popularity peer condition
than in the average popularity peer condition (popularity: Mpopular 5 1.21 versus Maverage 5 20.52; t(10) 5 9.48,
p < .001; likeability: Mpopular 5 0.88 versus Maverage 5
20.44; t(10) 5 3.29, p < .001).
The manipulation of popularity was further strengthened by providing general information about econfederates’ favorite activities, ostensibly reported by
the e-confederates. Focus groups with adolescents were
used to identify hobbies that might suggest higher popularity (e.g., “going to parties”) and lower popularity (e.g.,
“studying for school”).
The body size (i.e., thin or heavy) of the e-confederates
was experimentally manipulated via the body silhouette
presented onscreen for each e-confederate. Thin silhouettes were either at, or one silhouette thinner than, the
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modal response to the “ideal” and “most attractive” body
questions (Mattractive 5 4.33; medianattractive 5 4.00; modeattractive 5 4.00; Mideal 5 4.28; medianideal 5 4.00; modeideal 5 4.00). Heavy silhouettes were either at, or one
silhouette heavier than, the largest current body size silhouette that was selected by multiple participants (silhouette #7).
Using stratified randomization based on participants’
popularity, BMI, pre-experiment perceived body size, and
ethnicity (White or non-White), participants were randomly assigned to one of three experimental conditions:
(1) Thin & Popular; (2) Thin & Average; or (3) Heavy &
Average. Across conditions, either body silhouette or popularity indicators (i.e., e-confederate friends and hobbies)
were held constant to help isolate which characteristics
might be related to weight-related peer influence processes. Specifically, the same “thin” body silhouettes were
presented in both the Thin & Popular and Thin & Average
conditions to represent thin body size of the econfederates (i.e., the “thin” conditions). Similarly, the
same less popular e-confederate friends and hobbies were
presented in both the Thin & Average and Heavy & Average conditions to suggest average popularity of the econfederates (i.e., the “lower popularity” conditions).
Chatroom Experience. Within the chatroom, the hypothetical weight-related scenarios and associated response
options (labeled “a,” “b,” “c,” etc.) were presented one at a
time to participants. Participants responded to each scenario only after they had seen the responses of each of the
three e-confederates. E-confederate responses were generated by the computer program, presented to participants
sequentially, and suggested norms of maladaptive weightrelated attitudes and behaviors. To increase the credibility
of the chatroom, e-confederate responses were timed such
that there was a pause before each e-confederate’s
response to suggest she was deliberating before answering.
These pauses varied across e-confederates and across trials. Additionally, e-confederates gave slightly different
answers to a given item (e.g., “Participant” 1 might answer
“d,” and “Participants” 2 and 3 might answer “e”), but econfederate answers always fell on the maladaptive side of
the response scale. This maximized both the believability
of the design and the possibility of participants experiencing peer influence on weight-related behavior intent.
Although the content and the timing of responses varied
across e-confederates within each chatroom, both the content and timing of e-confederates’ responses remained
constant across the three experimental conditions.
Post-Chatroom Measures and Manipulation Check.
After responding to the scenarios in the “public” chatroom, participants were introduced to a “private session”
within the experiment. This “private session” was
designed to assess the extent to which peer influence
might impact private intentions, as well as the success of
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the manipulations. Participants were told that this private session involved responding to questions while temporarily “logged off” from the chatroom. Participants
were shown an animated “logging off” indicator, following which the response windows for each of the three econfederates were removed from the screen and participants were informed that neither their own, nor the other
“participants’” responses, would be displayed publicly in
the chatroom. Participants were presented again with
each hypothetical scenario and provided responses for
weight-related behavior intent. After completing the
hypothetical scenarios within the private session, participants were asked to rate the “popularity within their
school” of each e-confederate individually (1 5 extremely
popular to 7 5 extremely unpopular), and the extent to
which each e-confederate had an “ideal” body (1 5 most
ideal to 7 5 least ideal), to assess the extent to which the
manipulation was perceived as intended.
Debriefing. A funnel debriefing was conducted after all
participants had completed the experimental paradigm.
Debriefing included discussions with participants explaining: (a) the deceptive elements of the study, including the
inaccurate weight-related behavior norms; (b) why these
elements were necessary given the hypotheses under investigation; (c) why it was essential to withhold this information until the end of the study; (d) a request for participants
not to share information regarding the study’s true purpose
with peers; and (e) an opportunity to answer any questions
and address concerns. Through debriefing it was possible
to identify plausibility issues, as well as participants who
may have been suspicious of the “chatroom.” Sixty-six of
the original 68 participants reported having believed that
all aspects of the chatroom were real.
Data Analysis
Analyses were conducted following recommendations
for randomized pretest, post-test, and follow-up designs
by Rausch, Maxell, and Kelley.31 Two analyses of covariance (ANCOVA) were estimated in SPSS 19 to examine the
two study hypotheses: (1) participants in the Thin & Popular condition would report the most maladaptive weightrelated behavior intentions, and (2) peer influence effects
would impact private weight-related intentions most
strongly for participants in the Thin & Popular condition.
To test Hypothesis 1, participants’ public weight-related
behavior intent was the dependent variable, with condition
entered as a between-subjects variable and participants’
pre-experiment weight-related behavior intent as a covariate. To test Hypothesis 2, a difference score between participants’ public and private weight-related behavior intent
scores was calculated. This difference score was the
dependent variable, with condition entered as a betweensubjects variable and participants’ pre-experiment weightrelated behavior intent as a covariate. Contrasts using the
International Journal of Eating Disorders 47:5 437–447 2014
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TABLE 1. ANCOVA estimates of peer influence effects on public conformity to and private acceptance of weightrelated behavior intention across conditions

Overall Model
Condition
Pre-Exp. WRB

Peer Influence on Public Conformity

Peer Influence on Private Acceptance

Public Weight-Related Behavior Intention

Difference Score: Public-Private Weight-Related
Behavior Intention

F(1, 62)

p

F(3, 62 ) 5 8.47
F(2, 62) 5 3.93
F(1, 62) 5 18.19

.00
.03
.00

Partial g2
0.29
0.11
0.23

F(1, 62)

p

F(3, 62) 5 1.04
F(2, 62) 5 .47
F(1, 62) 5 2.42

.38
.63
.13

Partial g2
0.05
0.02
0.04

Note. Pre-Exp. WRB 5 Pre-Experiment Weight-Related Behavior Intention. Public Weight-Related Behavior Intention reported in the public chatroom setting. Private Weight-Related Behavior Intention reported in the private chatroom setting that immediately followed the public chatroom. Significant
parameter estimates are in boldface. Partial g2 represents the unique proportion of variance accounted for by each variable.

Thin & Popular condition as the reference group were
examined within both ANCOVAs.

Results

FIGURE 1 Public conformity to chatroom weight-related behavior
intentions by experimental condition. “Average” 5 average popularity.
Scores presented are adjusted means of participants’ reported weightrelated behavior intentions within the chatroom in the presence of
“peers.” Standard errors are represented by the error bars on each column.

Manipulation Check

One-way ANOVAs with Tukey post-hoc comparisons were conducted to compare participants’
perceptions of e-confederates’ popularity and
idealness of body size across conditions. As
expected, all e-confederates in the high popularity
condition were perceived as significantly more popular than the e-confederates in the average popularity
conditions (averages listed for ease of presentation:
F(2,63) 5 13.69, p < .001; MThin & Popular 5 3.2 versus
MThin & Average 5 4.42, MHeavy & Average 5 4.80). Similarly, all e-confederates in the thin conditions generally were perceived as having significantly more ideal
bodies than the e-confederates in the heavy condition (F(2,63) 5 10.30, p < .001; MThin & Popular 5 3.42,
MThin & Average 5 3.97 versus MHeavy & Average 5 4.99).
These findings suggest that conditions were perceived differently, and as intended; thus, hypotheses
were tested as described above.
Peer Influence on Public Conformity to
Maladaptive Weight-Related Behavior
Intentions

An ANCOVA revealed a significant effect of condition on participants’ intention to engage in
unhealthy weight-related behaviors after controlling for the effect of pre-experiment levels of intent,
F(2) 5 3.93, p 5 .025, partial eta squared .11 (Table
1). The observed pattern partially supported
hypotheses. Planned contrasts using the Thin &
Popular condition as the reference group revealed
that participants in the Heavy & Average condition
reported significantly less intention to engage in
maladaptive weight-related behaviors than participants in the Thin & Popular condition, p 5 .04,
95% CI [20.72, 20.02]. There was no significant
International Journal of Eating Disorders 47:5 437–447 2014

difference between weight-related behavior intention reported by girls in the Thin & Popular condition versus those in the Thin & Average condition,
p 5 .67, 95% CI [20.28, 0.43] (Fig. 1). The hypothesis that participants exposed to maladaptive
weight-related behavior norms by thin and popular
peers would demonstrate the highest levels of public conformity to maladaptive weight-related
behavior intent was not supported. Participants’
weight-related behavior intent varied based on
body size of the peers communicating maladaptive
weight-related behavior norms, but did not appear
to be impacted by popularity status.
Post-hoc one-sample t-tests were conducted to
test whether mean level of public conformity to
chatroom maladaptive weight-related behavior
intent was significantly different from the preexperiment sample mean (i.e., 0) within each condition. Public conformity to maladaptive weightrelated behavior intent in neither the Thin & Popular nor the Thin & Average condition was
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significantly different from zero (t(19) 5 .80, p 5
.44; t(22) 5 1.48, p 5 .15, respectively). Weightrelated behavior intent in the Heavy & Average condition was significantly different from 0 (t(22) 5 2.24, p 5 .04); however, participants in this condition did not demonstrate public conformity to maladaptive weight-related behavior intent. Instead,
participants in the Heavy & Average condition indicated significantly more adaptive weight-related
behavior intent compared to the pre-experiment
average. Only participants exposed to maladaptive
weight-related behavior norms communicated by
heavy and average popularity peers reported
weight-related behavior intent that was significantly different from the pre-experimental average
of weight-related behavior intent.

FIGURE 2 Difference scores of public conformity to chatroom
weight-related behavior intentions and private acceptance of weightrelated behavior intentions by experimental condition. “Average” 5
average popularity. Scores presented are adjusted difference score
means of the difference between participants’ publically reported
weight-related behavior intentions (i.e., in the chatroom) and their
subsequent private report of weight-related behavior intentions (i.e.,
not in the chatroom). Standard errors are represented by the error
bars on each column.

Peer Influence Effects on Private Acceptance of
Maladaptive Weight-Related Behavior
Intention

The second hypothesis posited that participants
exposed to thin and popular e-confederates would
demonstrate the greatest consistency between
public conformity and private private acceptance
of maladaptive weight-related behavior intention.
This hypothesis was not supported. An ANCOVA
revealed no effects of condition on change in intention to engage in maladaptive weight-related
behaviors from public conformity to private acceptance after controlling for pre-experiment levels of
intent, F(2) 5 .47, p 5 .63, partial eta squared 5 .02
(Table 1). Planned contrasts revealed no significant
differences of peer influence on private acceptance
of weight-related behavior intent between
responses of participants in the Thin & Popular
and Thin & Average conditions, p 5 .47, 95% CI
[20.28, 0.13], or between responses of participants
in the Thin & Popular and Heavy & Average conditions, p 5 .36, 95% CI [20.30, 0.11] (Fig. 2). Change
in participants’ weight-related behavior intent
from the public to the private setting was similar
across conditions, suggesting that peer influence
similarly affected private intentions.

Discussion
This study used a novel experimental design to
examine the social context most likely to promote
peer influence of adolescents’ weight-related
behavior intentions. Results revealed that within
this sample the body size of the comparison peers
was most relevant to adolescent girls’ public conformity to weight-related behavior intent. Unhealthy weight-related behavior intentions were
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significantly lower in the Heavy & Average condition than in either of the thin peer conditions. Contrary to hypotheses, there was no distinction in
level of response between the Thin & Popular and
Thin & Average conditions, suggesting that the
popularity of comparison peers may not augment
peer influence effects on participants’ maladaptive
weight-related behavior intent. This was unexpected given the literature supporting associations
between popularity and thinness15,16 and past
results indicating that the popularity of the peer
amplifies influence effects for other health risk and
deviant behaviors.13,14 It is important to note that
the experiment did not include a Heavy & Popular
condition, which would have provided a more
definitive answer to the question of popularity as
an influential characteristic. Previous research suggests that the combination of being both a heavy
and popular girls is significantly less common,15,16
and our baseline data support this as there were no
heavy and popular girls with whom a Heavy & Popular condition could be constructed. As compared
to other peer influence processes, it appears that
within a population lacking heavy and popular
girls, the body size as opposed to the popularity of
the comparison peer may have the greatest effect
on peer influence on weight-related behavior
intentions.
Responses elicited in the Heavy & Average condition also suggested an anti-conformity effect of
peer influence. Participants exposed to maladaptive weight-related norms conveyed by heavy peers
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responded significantly less maladaptively than
participants exposed to thin peers. Responses in
the Heavy & Average condition actually indicated
significantly greater intent to engage in adaptive
weight-related behaviors, compared to the preexperiment sample mean of weight-related behavior intent (i.e., zero; see Fig. 1). Although social
comparison theory and the prototype/willingness
model provide one overarching framework for
understanding why adolescents may engage in
health risk behaviors, deviance regulation theory32
suggests another way to understand participants
responding more adaptively when risky norms
were communicated by potentially less desirable
peers. Deviance regulation theory posits that individuals self-regulate on the basis of perceived
social consequences of deviating from the norm. It
may be that participants exposed to heavy and
average popularity peers perceived a negative
health message associated with maladaptive
weight-related behaviors and attitudes. More specifically, the norms in the Heavy & Average condition may have communicated that adolescents
who engage in maladaptive eating behaviors are
neither thin nor popular. Although popularity did
not emerge as a distinguishing factor between participants’ responses in the two thin peer conditions
within this sample, there may be an amplification
effect when lower popularity status is paired with
an undesirable body shape. These findings, however, also should be considered in the context of
lacking a Heavy & Popular condition. There may be
schools in which there are indeed popular and
heavy girls. It is possible that peer influence on
unhealthy weight-related behaviors occurring in a
context in which heavy girls are popular may evoke
a different pattern of results than those observed in
this study.
In addition to examining what peer attributes
may be relevant to the peer influence process, the
extent to which peer influence impacted private
acceptance of weight-related behavior intentions
was explored. It was anticipated that peer influence
effects on private acceptance of maladaptive
weight-related behavior intention would be greatest for participants in the Thin & Popular condition. In fact, the impact of the e-confederates on
weight-related behavior intentions appeared to
persist similarly from the public to private setting
within all conditions. Even when participants
believed their responses were private, they
reported similar weight-related behavior intent as
they had in a public setting. Although the study
was powered to detect large effects, the findings
suggest that it is possible that peer influence could
International Journal of Eating Disorders 47:5 437–447 2014

impact private acceptance of maladaptive weightrelated behaviors. As unhealthy weight-related
behaviors may or may not occur within a peer context (e.g., skipping lunch at school versus overexercising at home alone), it is important to consider that peers may impact girls’ maladaptive
weight-related behaviors outside the peer context.
Theories and findings regarding peer influence
on weight-related behavioral intentions have
important implications for new interventions. For
example,
combining
a
dissonance-based
approach18 with deviance regulation theory32 may
allow the flexibility for an intervention to be tailored to a particular peer context. Dissonance
approaches can be used to address positive associations with thinness and weight loss, while
deviance-regulation theory could inform the framing of adaptive weight-related messages.
This study contributes to the peer influence literature in five ways. First, this study used a novel
experimental paradigm to test peer influence
hypotheses. Although there is a large literature supporting peer influence on a variety of behaviors
during adolescence, there is a dearth of experimental research. Second, this study extended existing
peer influence findings by considering peer characteristics that may amplify peer influence effects
and by examining possible impact on private attitudes, with important clinical implications. Third,
this study used a multidisciplinary approach by
integrating developmental, social, health, and clinical psychology literatures. Fourth, the weightrelated behaviors scenarios were developed using
focus groups, and thus reflect realistic situations,
behaviors, and attitudes related to body image and
dieting experienced by adolescent girls. Fifth, this
research examined peer influence processes during
an important developmental transition. Early adolescence is a period during which peers and body
size and shape are particularly salient to girls.
Limitations

There were a number of limitations to this study
that should be considered. As previously discussed,
the study did not include a Heavy & Popular condition, which limits the extent to which popularity
may be interpreted as a distinguishing peer influence factor among the experimental conditions.
Floor effects are possible given that only high and
average popularity comparison peers were
included as e-confederates. The study included a
small sample and was powered to detect large
effects. All study manipulations were created using
data from White participants. Although this was
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intended to contribute to more interpretable findings given the complex contextual nature of body
image and weight-related behaviors across ethnic/
minority groups,33–35 results may not generalize. In
addition to possible variation among weightrelated norms, popularity and likeability within
each ethnic group should be considered. It may be
that adolescents are most influenced by
same-ethnicity popular peers who are more likely
to have similar body ideals. Future research should
assess the duration of the impact of peer influence
on private weight-related behavior intent, as well
as possible moderators of this duration. This
research used a risk factor framework and the
experimental chatroom paradigm also can be used
to consider possible protective factors. The psychometrics of the hypothetical weight-related behavior
scenarios should be examined further, especially
among racial/ethnic minority adolescents. Last, it
is important to recognize that the results of this
study may represent patterns of peer influence on
disordered eating behaviors of relatively healthy
adolescent girls within a specific school in which
there did not appear to be any heavy and popular
girls.

Conclusion

Overall, results suggest that body size of comparison peers may be the most salient factor in peer
influence on girls’ weight-related behavior intentions; popularity did not amplify the peer influence
process as hypothesized. Importantly, anticonformity effects were observed in the heavy experimental condition. Additionally, across all
conditions, peer influence effects were maintained
outside the peer context, highlighting the important role that peers may play in adolescents’ private
acceptance of weight-related behaviors. The
observed peer influence effects suggest that local
weight-related behavior norms should be considered within prevention/intervention programs.
Replication is needed to examine the generalization of the observed effects, and future research
should explore differences across ethnicities and
ages, as well as potential moderators of both positive and negative peer influence on adolescent
girls’ weight-related behaviors.
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