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Risk and protection factors in the peer context:

how do other children contribute

to the psychosocial adjustment of the adolescent?

Fatores de risco e protecdo no contexto dos pares: como outras
criangas contribuem para o ajuste psicossocial do adolescente?

Abstract As children become adolescents, peers
assume greater importance in their lives. Peer
experiences can either help them thrive or nega-
tively affect their psychosocial adjustment. In this
review article definitions for the types of peer ex-
periences are provided followed by an overview of
common psychosocial issues encountered by ado-
lescents. Past research that has pointed to risk
and protection factors that emerge from peer ex-
periences during adolescence and the role of peer
influences in the context of current issues rele-
vant to adolescent education are discussed. Rese-
arch suggests that friendships with deviant peers,
involvement in bullying and the experience of
rejection from the overall peer group are related
to adjustment problems, whereas friendships with
prosocial and academically oriented peers and
social acceptance in the peer group are related to
healthy development. Friendship quality, popu-
larity among peers, and involvement in friendship
cliques cannot be clearly categorized as either
positive or negative influences, because they in-
teract with other factors in shaping the develop-
ment of adolescents. The promotion of social ski-
lls and positive youth leadership as an integral
part of the student’s learning process in school is
recommended.

Key words Peer relationships, Protection fac-
tors, Risk factors, Development of the adolescent

Resumo No momento que as criangas se tornam
adolescentes, colegas assumem uma importincia
maior em suas vidas. Experiéncias com os colegas
podem ajudd-los a prosperar ou, ao contrdrio, pre-
judicar o seu ajustamento psicossocial. Este artigo
de revisdo primeiro fornece definigdes para os ti-
pos de experiéncias entre pares, em seguida dd
uma visdo geral das principais questoes psicosso-
ciais enfrentadas pelos adolescentes e, finalmente,
analisa pesquisas anteriores que apontaram risco
e fatores de protecio emergentes das experiéncias
entre pares durante a adolescéncia. A pesquisa
sugere que as amizades com pares desviantes, en-
volvimento em atos de bullying, e a experiéncia
da rejeigao do grupo global de pares sdo relaciona-
dos com problemas de adaptagdo, enquanto ami-
zades com colegas pré-sociais, orientagdo acadé-
mica e aceitagdo social do grupo de pares sdo rela-
cionadas com um desenvolvimento sauddvel.
Amizade de qualidade, popularidade entre os pa-
res e envolvimento em panelinhas de amizade nao
podem ser claramente classificados como influén-
cias positivas ou negativas, porque interagerm com
outros fatores na formagdo do desenvolvimento
dos adolescentes.

Palavras-chave Relacdes entre pares, Fatores de
protecdo, Fatores de risco, Desenvolvimento do
adolescente
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Introduction

When one thinks about vulnerability and resil-
iency in the context of human development,
strengths and weaknesses at the individual level
first come to mind. In practice, most interven-
tion programs designed to prevent adverse out-
comes, such as depression, anxiety, and substance
use, focus on individual factors'~. However, the
combination of resiliency and vulnerability fac-
tors that makes each individual unique cannot
be fully understood outside of the social context
in which they live and grow. There is growing
evidence that human development is driven by
interactions between individual and environmen-
tal factors®. In this article we provide an overview
of one important but often neglected source of
social influence in adolescent adjustment: peer
experiences. Adult influences of family, teachers,
coaches, and mentors are obviously important
in youth development®”’. But as children grow
older, peers become increasingly important in
youths’ cognitive, social, and emotional develop-
ment®’. Researchers and practitioners must strive
to understand the many ways in which peers may
play the roles of risk and protective factors, so
that policies and interventions aimed at building
youths’ resiliency take into account all major
sources of social influence.

The goal of this article is to highlight some of
the theoretical work that has contributed to give
a coherent framework to interpret the many stud-
ies conducted on peer relationships. Also, the
empirical studies that are described in this article
were selected because they provide good exam-
ples of current trends in this field of research. In
this review, we first define the peer experiences
that are most commonly studied and briefly de-
scribe aspects of psychosocial adjustment that
can be influenced by peers. We then explain how
certain types of peer experiences may increase
youths’ vulnerability for maladjustment and how
others can enhance their resilience.

Defining Peer Experiences

Peers are individuals who share some relative eq-
uity with regard to age, power status within the
society at large, and social contexts that they oc-
cupy daily (e.g., schools, neighborhoods, parks,
online social networks). Rubin et al.'’ suggest a
useful framework to describe different levels of
social complexity in peer experiences. Two indi-
viduals interacting on a regular basis develop a

dyadic relationship (e.g., friendship, antipathy,
romance, partnership in sports), but social expe-
riences in the larger group experiences are more
complex. Peer groups are particularly relevant to
the life of Western adolescents because almost all
youths attend school with their age mates. Social
norms, pressures, and hierarchies that influence
adolescents’ social experiences emerge in large part
from the peer group itself. In the same way that
adults have informal leaders, so do teenagers.It is
nearly impossible to capture the full range of cu-
mulative and multiplicative complexity across the
several levels of social hierarchy. Nevertheless, deep-
er understanding of these processes can emerge
from studies in which results are contextualized
and other elements of adolescents’ social life are
taken into account.

Friendships

Because friendships have received more research
attention than have other types of dyadic experi-
ences, our review focuses on their influence on
adolescent adjustment. It is generally agreed that
friendships are voluntary and reciprocated and
that their purpose is to satisfy socioaffective needs
(e.g., love, attachment, affection, intimacy, loyal-
ty, support, security) rather than to serve exclu-
sively instrumental needs'*'2. Conflicts, disagree-
ments, or fights may arise between friends, but
they are not predominant—otherwise, the friend-
ship is usually terminated. In their meta-analy-
sis, Newcomb and Bagwell”” note that many stud-
ies have looked at unilateral friendships, which
suggests that reciprocity of the relationship is not
always considered to be an essential criterion of
friendship. These authors suggest the use of two
axes, knowing and liking, to classify peer rela-
tionships; as such, mutual friends would rate
highly on both axes.

According to Hartup', three friendship di-
mensions contribute to adolescent adjustment.
The first dimension is the mere presence of
friends. Social isolation or friendlessness might
bring about the kind of negative consequences
that friended adolescents are likely to avoid. Yet,
the possible occurrence of negative pressures
from deviant friends raises the question: Are some
youths better off friendless than having deviant
friends? From this perspective, Hartup’s second
dimension — the characteristics of one’s friends
(their “identity”) — is relevant. Beyond the pres-
ence and characteristics of friends, this author
proposed one last dimension: friendship quality.
Many aspects of friends’ interactions influence



the extent to which a friendship can fulfill adoles-
cents’ socioaffective needs. Bukowski et al.!” iden-
tified five qualities of friendships: companion-
ship, conflict, help/aid, security, and closeness.Just
as having friends does not guarantee more posi-
tive outcomes than being friendless, high quality
friendships do not always contribute to youth
adjustment, because friendship quality may
strengthen the influence of maladjusted peers.

Small-group Dynamics

Bullying. Smith et al.'° defined bullying as in-
tentional and repetitive aggressive behavior from
one person that causes harm to a vulnerable peer.
Bullies may engage in physical, verbal, or rela-
tional (social) aggression. Female bullies are more
likely to use social aggression (rejection, isola-
tion), whereas male bullies more often use phys-
ical aggression'”'. Bullying is not a merely dyad-
ic phenomenon; bystanders also have important
roles to play in this social dynamic. Bystanders
can be assistants and reinforcers of the bully, de-
fenders of the victim, or simply passive'’. Indi-
vidual and peer group characteristics influence
the likelihood that bystanders willor will not in-
tervene in favor of the victim'**.

Cliques. Individuals who get along and who
share similar attributes tend to coalesce in small,
informal groups of peers whom they interact with
frequently and whom they know well. These
groups are known as friendship cliques®'. They
include about three to 10 individuals, often with
different hierarchical statuses (e.g., leaders, pe-
ripheral members). In turn, each clique has a
specific status in the broader peer group®. In early
adolescence, cliques are relatively exclusive and
most often segregated by gender. They are a ma-
jor context of socialization until middle to late
adolescence, when they become more inclusive,
heterosexual, and looser, and then eventually dis-
solve, leaving room for relationships that are
more adaptive to the social demands of emerg-
ing adults®.

Status in the Larger Peer Group

A major distinction between dyadic or small-
group versus large-group dynamics is the
amount of control that youths have over these
phenomena. Friendships and small-group expe-
riences arise from interpersonal interactions that
afford more direct control. In larger networks,
perceptions, opinions, and feelings that individ-
uals have about other members can be based on

information obtained indirectly rather than
through direct interactions. It can be difficult for
students to change their social status or reputa-
tion, which can be distressing if one believes that
others’ perceptions of oneself are negative or if
these perceptions are the basis for unwanted in-
teractions, such as bullying.

Sociometric assessments of children’s and
adolescents’ feelings toward their peers have been
available for a long time**. There exist two main
dimensions of social perception: social preference,
that is, the group’s overall positive or negative
feelings toward an individual and social impact,
that is, the salience of the individual within the
peer group®*. Social preference is computed as
the difference between like-most and like-least
peer nominations, whereas social impact is based
on the total number of peer nominations. High-
impact individuals are either popular (high levels
of liking by peers), rejected (high levels of dislik-
ing), or controversial (high levels of both liking
and disliking). Average-impact youths are posi-
tively appraised by their peers, but their social
impact is moderate. Neglected individuals have a
low social impact and are rarely nominated by
their peers, so they are neither clearly liked nor
disliked.

Because the meaning of the word popular for
many adolescents is tied to social power and dom-
inance rather than to positive feelings of group
members toward an individual”, today’s re-
searchers usually use terms such as social accep-
tance or sociometric popularity when referring to
amount of peer liking, whereas perceived popu-
larity (or simply popularity) is usually used to
refer to peers’ perception of an individual’s social
influence and dominance in the peer group®.

Common Issues in Child
and Adolescent Psychosocial Adjustment

During adolescence, many psychosocial issues
may arise and be influenced by youths’ positive
and negative experiences with their peers. One
type of difficulty is externalizing problems, which,
according to the Diagnostic and Statistical Man-
ual of Mental Disorders (DSM)?, include atten-
tion-deficit, disruptive, and aggressive behaviors.
Many adverse consequences can result from these
disorders, including delinquency, substance use,
school maladjustment, and depression®.
Another family of disorders includes inter-
nalizing problems, which are more likely than
externalizing issues to go unnoticed, because af-
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fected individuals experience them as internal dis-
tress. These problems include anxiety, depression,
withdrawal, somatic complaints, and affective
disorders®. In their review, Ollendick and King*
noted that internalizing problems are frequent in
childhood and adolescence, are often comorbid
with behavior problems, and may continue until
adulthood. Marcotte et al.** found that depres-
sive symptoms are a stronger predictor of school
dropout than are externalizing problems.

Substance use is also a rising concern as chil-
dren become adolescents. The use of many sub-
stances can lead to dependence and abuse, in-
cluding alcohol, amphetamine, cannabis, hallu-
cinogens, cocaine, nicotine, opiates, and others®.
Other substance-induced disorders include in-
toxication or withdrawal problems. Risks asso-
ciated with substance use include risky sexual
behavior, property or violent crimes, depression,
suicidal ideation, school maladjustment, and sui-
cide attempts**’. Substance use problems often
co-occur with externalizing problems as part of
a more general syndrome of rule-breaking or
impulsive behavior, or with internalizing prob-
lems, because substances are sometimes used as
self-medication by individuals experiencing de-
pression or anxiety®®.

Schooling is also an important aspect of youth
psychosocial adjustment because it contributes
to the development of knowledge and abilities
needed to succeed in the job market, to reach a
better quality of life, and to remain healthier dur-
ing adulthood**. Academic adjustment consists
of outcomes such as school persistence, academ-
ic achievement, and school engagement.

Risk and Protective Factors
Emerging From the Peer Context

Friendlessness and social isolation

Friendless adolescents experience more emo-
tional distress than do their friended counter-
parts**. Friendlessness is associated with social
and academic problems, including disruptive-
ness, low academic performance, and fewer
prosocial behaviors*>*. Although friendlessness
can be initially caused by social and behavioral
difficulties, being deprived of regular and posi-
tive interactions with a well-adapted friend can
aggravate these psychosocial issues. Nevertheless,
social withdrawal can protect against substance
use, because access to social situations that en-
courage it is limited***.

Friend influences

Even if youth adjustment issues initially de-
velop from a combination of individual and fam-
ily risk factors, affiliation with friends who en-
gage in deviant activities (e.g., substance use, de-
linquency, school dropout) may further contrib-
ute to children’s and adolescents’ maladjustment,
including externalizing, delinquent, and violent
behaviors***; promiscuous sexual behavior®;
and substance use®®*'. Possible mechanisms in-
clude engagement in coercive behaviors and mu-
tual reinforcement of attitudes in favor of devi-
ant behavior through interaction with maladjust-
ed peers®. Friends’ deviant behaviors are also
associated with adolescents’ academic maladjust-
ment®?** and depressive symptoms*.

In contrast, reviews conducted by Berndt!*¢
suggest that positive friendships—for example,
those with friends who enact prosocial behavior,
those with a high level of intimacy, and those
with a low level of conflict—are associated with
better outcomes with regard to adolescents’ so-
cial skills, stress management, and school adjust-
ment. Positive qualities of the relationship with
one’s best friends may protect adolescents against
social anxiety, internalizing problems, and exter-
nalizing problems®”**. Friendships characterized
by companionship and recreation, validation and
caring, help and guidance, intimate disclosure,
low conflict and betrayal, and positive conflict
resolution contribute to youths’ global self-worth,
self-esteem, and peer acceptance'®®. Positive
friendships can also protect against peer victim-
ization®. Adolescents’ academic adjustment can
be influenced by friends’ grades and values®°'.

Because high-quality relationships tend to
strengthen friends’ influence, this aspect of friend-
ship is not always protective in that it can foster
problem behavior, such as substance use,if it in-
volves deviant friends®?. Furthermore, even
though closeness and intimacy are usually posi-
tive friendship features, they sometimes contrib-
ute to adolescents’ depressive symptoms and ag-
gressive behavior®%. The underlying mechanism
appears to be engagement in corumination,
wherein friends discuss, revisit, speculate about,
and focus on problems and negative feelings®.

Small-group processes

In line with findings related to friendships, the
impact of small-group processes depends on
group members’ characteristics. Salmivalli et al."
showed that adolescents’ bullying behavior was



more strongly predicted by their friendship
group’s characteristics than by their own traits®.
Weapon carrying and relational aggression tend
to increase as a result of friendship group influ-
ences® %, In addition, college students who are
exposed to school dropouts through their social
network are more likely to drop out of school as
well®.

Tobacco use behavior appears to influence
friendship selection to a greater degree than it is
learned from the group’”'. Nevertheless, teen-
agers’ smoking may be an imitation of the be-
havior observed in a clique that one wants to
join, which can be an indirect form of peer influ-
ence’®’. In contrast, alcohol use tends to increase
after joining a peer group in which this behavior
is normative®”.

Small-group processes can also reinforce pos-
itive outcomes. According to Ryan’, school ad-
justment can be socialized within friendship
groups. Barber et al.”> suggest that by engaging
in extracurricular activities, adolescents can de-
velop a positive identity and healthy behaviors
by learning positive norms from the peer group
they integrate; however, some extracurricular
sports may involve exposure to risky behavior.

Belonging to a friendship clique can be more
risky for boys than for girls. If clique member-
ship protects young adolescents against internal-
izing symptoms, it also facilitates the emergence
of externalizing behavior among boys’¢. Similar-
ly, peer group membership is related to positive
behavioral, academic, and social outcomes for
girls, but not for boys.

Bullying is one specific type of small-group
dynamics that is particularly concerning for all
parties involved. Bullies, victims, and bully-vic-
tims experience health, emotional, social, and
academic problems”. Bullies are more likely to
carry weapons and use alcohol; victims experi-
ence poorer relationships with classmates, lone-
liness, low self-worth, and academic maladjust-
ment®”. Solberg and Olweus® found that vic-
timization may affect other areas of peer experi-
ences, including feelings of social acceptance and
belonging, and it predicts negative self-evalua-
tion and depressive symptoms.

Social status in the larger peer group

Results from many studies that included mea-
surement of peer rejection, externalizing prob-
lems, and academic maladjustment suggest that
these three areas of adjustment are interrelat-

ed®®2. One explanation is that aggressive adoles-
cents are at higher risk of becoming rejected, and
peer rejection precipitates academic failure®. Peer
rejection is also linked to substance use by late
adolescence as part of a developmental cascade
that involves parenting issues and deviant peer
affiliations®*. Outcomes of social exclusion can
be quite different depending on individuals. For
example, exclusion can increase symptoms of
depression and anxiety in some adolescents®>®.
One possible mechanism could be that negative
peer involvement increases self-doubt and de-
creases self-esteem®.

On the opposite end of the social status spec-
trum are adolescents who experience high levels
of social acceptance; these youths are rated as
well adjusted by their classmates and teachers®.
For those adolescents who have a negative rela-
tionship with their parents, peer acceptance can
protect against drops in self-esteem®; it can also
protect against friends’ encouragement to use al-
cohol or to engage in delinquent behavior®. Peer
acceptance is associated with less loneliness and
greater academic achievement®. Because accept-
ed students receive more support, develop better
social skills, and have a greater sense of belonging
to the school, they more often experience posi-
tive outcomes®.

Whereas the picture tends to be generally pos-
itive for socially accepted students, perceived pop-
ularity in the peer group has been linked to mixed
outcomes, probably because popular teenagers
are especially sensitive to inductive peer norms
that they need to follow to maintain a high social
status. When these norms are deviant, it can lead
to problem behavior. Popularity has been linked
to risks of substance use, sexual activity, and ac-
ademic problems® . Popular adolescents are
likely to engage in direct and indirect aggression
and in rule-breaking behaviors (substance use,
minor delinquency) to maintain their social sta-
tus®**. Popular adolescents exhibit higher levels
of externalizing problems, and popular boys
present fewer internalizing problems—perhaps
because they value dominance, and being popu-
lar makes them feel successful®®. Nevertheless,
popular adolescents have access to a wider range
of socialization experiences, which can contrib-
ute to enhancing their understanding of others
and of social situations®. Subgroups of “high-
status” and “well-liked” preadolescents who are
very socially skilled”” could play an important role
in the peer group through positive leadership.
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Discussion

Peer influences do not occur in a vacuum. Gov-
ernmental and school-specific regulations that
influence school structures, academic curricula,
and the composition of the student population
may contribute to influencing students’ peer ex-
periences to become either risk or protective fac-
tors. To illustrate this argument, we present a few
examples from the Québec school system.

Peer influences in the context
of the Québec school reform

In the 1990s, the Québec Ministry of Educa-
tion initiated a reform of the education system,
and since 2001 significant pedagogical changes
have been implemented in elementary and sec-
ondary schools®™. The main goal of the reform
was to strengthen students’ ability to develop
applied skills and their overall level of academic
success”. This reform was in large part inspired
by a socio-constructivist educational approach,
which emphasizes the development of cross-cur-
ricular skills and autonomous learning'®. Al-
though this reform has been questioned and crit-
icized by many'”', we argue that at least one pos-
itive consequence of the new pedagogical strate-
gy is worth considering, that is, its likely contri-
bution to the improvement of students’ peer ex-
periences and social skills.

According to the socio-constructivist ap-
proach, learning is a social and interpersonal pro-
cess; therefore, collaborative peer interactions
under the supervision and guidance of a teacher
can promote not only the construction of knowl-
edge, as intended by the new program, but also
the development of students’ social skills'”. Team-
work promoting collaboration instead of com-
petition or exclusion is an example of what so-
cio-constructivism puts forward. Our goal here
is not to take a position for or against the reform
of Québec’s education system. Instead, we en-
courage decision makers and school administra-
tors around the world to consider the value of
purposefully integrating activities within the aca-
demic curriculum that will contribute to devel-
oping a positive school climate and to strength-
ening children’s and adolescents’ social skills. Such
improvements should be explicitly considered
when assessing the quality and outcomes of aca-
demic curricula.

Accessibility to private schools in Québec
and its impact on peer group composition

Another example from the Québec education-
al system is students’ easier access to private
schools and the impact of this situation on the
student body composition in various schools.The
government of Québec financially supports about
50% of private education, making it affordable
for a large number of families to send their chil-
dren to private schools rather than public
schools'®. Private schools offer interesting aca-
demic achievement opportunities and as such,
they compete aggressively with public schools'®.
The result is that less money is allocated per stu-
dent in public schools, which ultimately may neg-
atively affect student performance. In addition,
because middle-class parents can afford to send
their students to private schools, and because
private schools do not tend to have many stu-
dents with learning disabilities'™, public schools
are faced with the task of educating a particularly
disadvantaged and at-risk student population,
especially in urban settings'®. This is quite prob-
lematic in light of results from empirical studies
that have shown that classmates’ socioeconomic
status influences student achievement more than
their own status does'®. We suggest that conta-
gion of potentially harmful social norms among
public school students who may have lower aca-
demic ambitions than their peers from a wealth-
ier, more educated background could be one of
the mechanisms explaining such findings. Deci-
sion makers should therefore be aware that po-
litical choices that influence the composition of
student populations in various schools can cre-
ate gaps in the quality of the learning environ-
ment offered to students from lower versus mid-
dle to higher social classes. The resulting dispar-
ity in academic gains made by students from the
two systems is probably not entirely due to dif-
ferences in financial or human resources in the
schools —it is likely influenced by lack of access to
positive peer influences in public schools.

The last point of discussion is more universal
and optimistic: We suggest that positive peer lead-
ers can play the role of protective factors in the
context of any geographical region, school cur-
ricula, or school type. The existence of natural
leaders within adolescent peer groups is a notion
that makes sense theoretically'”, and it is sup-
ported by empirical research?. Positive social in-



fluence is likely to be quite efficient when chan-
nelled through existing peer leaders, and several
programs have successfully promoted adolescent
physical health (less drug use, better nutrition,
less risky behavior in relation to HIV transmis-
sion) by using peer leaders to spread positive
norms and behaviors'® ! Interestingly, Valente
et al.'!! found that peer-led programs are espe-
cially efficient when they are guided by youths
who are identified through social network analy-
sis as peer leaders in the program. Nevertheless,
a more recent study suggested that using peer
leaders to discourage substance use may be coun-
terproductive when targeting adolescents who are
exposed to deviant peer norms about substance
use''2. Mixed findings have also emerged with
regard to outcomes of a peer-led antibullying
program'”. Peer-led programs are promising,
but they should be carefully monitored for po-
tentially iatrogenic effects before they are scaled
up and disseminated to other milieus.

Conclusion: Summary and Implications

Peer experiences in adolescence are quite hetero-
geneous. In the context of friendship, large-group
processes, or small-group dynamics, both pro-
tective and risk factors can emerge. Peer experi-
ences within and across various levels of social
complexity are likely to interact; thus, when one
looks at a single aspect of an adolescent’s social
experience, it is difficult to predict whether he or
she is at risk for maladjustment. Adults who work
with youths may help protect them against neg-
ative peer influences by reinforcing respectful and
prosocial behaviors in natural settings, such as
the context of collaborative learning in the class-
room. If negative peer influences often reinforce
issues that emerged from problematic family
dynamics, peers can also play a protective role
when positive norms and values are reinforced
by the peer group as a whole and by positive peer
leaders in particular.

Collaborations

The relative contribution to this article by the
three authors (MH Véronneau, SC Trempe, and
A Oliveira Paiva) is reflected by the authorship
order, with the first author contributing the most.
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