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Abstract
Peer relationships are consistently linked to alcohol use in college students. However, this disparate
literature often reveals contradictory findings regarding the precise mechanisms of peer influence.
In this review, we use an organisational framework based on social learning theory (SLT) to
demonstrate how the quality of peer relationships may influence personal alcohol use. We propose
that the quality of peer relationships enhance the influence of social reinforcement, modelling and
cognitive processes on personal alcohol use. Research indicates that the quality of peer relationships
influences drinking via three pathways: the lack or breakdown of quality peer relationships, alcohol
use being an integral part of peer interactions, and if peers disapprove of alcohol use or do not drink.
This conceptualisation of peer influence informs the consistent finding of gender differences in
college student drinking. Limitations of the reviewed research include reliance on cross-sectional
surveys, self-report and homogeneous populations. Future directions for research on quality peer
relationships involve detailed longitudinal assessment and the application of advanced statistical
methods.
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Introduction
Around the world, alcohol use by college students is consistently a source of concern [1-6].
Although a variety of factors influences college student drinking, peer influence has emerged
as one of the most powerful predictors of the initiation [7,8] and maintenance [9,10] of drinking
in the college setting. Three aspects of the college environment enhance the influence of peers
on alcohol use. First, surrounded by peers and often living away from home, college students
experience freedom from parental control, which is often demonstrated by using alcohol in
college [6,11]. Secondly, adjustment to college life is a major developmental transition. In this
new environment, students will establish, test and refine their new psychological identity
[12]. Peer friendships are vital in this process, as they provide first-year students with role
models and socialisation opportunities. As a result, the alcohol-related attitudes and behaviours
of peers are consistently related to personal attitudes and behaviours, especially during the first
year in the college environment [3,11,13]. Thirdly, alcohol is part of the college culture, present
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at most social functions and part of many peer interactions [2,5,14,15]. Many students view
college as a place to drink excessively before assuming the responsibilities of adulthood [6,
16], a perception supported by the easy access to alcohol on campus [11]. In addition, the
majority of college peers drink more [17] and are more approving of alcohol use [18] than are
the student's parents, and heavy drinking peaks during the college years [12,19]. Thus, the
student's exposure to alcohol and peer influence in college has been called a ‘window of
vulnerability’ [13].

Social learning perspective on alcohol use
In the past 35 years, peer drinking has been linked consistently to personal alcohol use
[20-28]. However, much of this research conceptualises peer influence as a singular, powerful
influence on college drinking. Instead, we use a framework based in social learning theory
(SLT) to propose that the potency of peer influences is determined by the quality of the peer
relationship. Specifically, three SLT constructs describe how peers influence personal alcohol
use: social reinforcement, modelling and cognitive processes.

Social reinforcement (or differential reinforcement) refers to receiving consequences for a
behaviour dependent on the setting in which it occurs [29]. The different environments in which
college drinking occurs provide varying degrees of acceptance of certain behaviours. For
example, heavy drinking may be accepted and encouraged at a campus party but frowned upon
and punished at a faculty social event. Modelling (or vicarious learning) occurs when humans
acquire new behaviours through the observation of others, or through verbal or written
communication [29]. Behaviours that are rewarded are more likely to be emulated than those
that are punished. This process is a central concept of SLT, because it proposes that learning
occurs by observing other's behaviours and the resultant positive or negative consequences
experienced by others [30]. In addition, perceptions of attitudes and behaviours which are
typical and/or approved of by others (e.g. norms) appear to be particularly influential in the
context of college drinking [31-35]. For example, watching peers drink provides the college
student with information about both how to use alcohol and how other students will react to
different levels of drinking (e.g. reward or punish the behaviour). Cognitive processes of the
individual also contribute to interpersonal influence on drinking. SLT proposes that the
environment provides the individual with information that form cognitions (or thoughts), which
then determine overt behaviours [29]. Cognitive processes are based on previous experience
and are often considered mediators of environmental or social influences on behaviour. Two
cognitive processes, self-efficacy and alcohol (or outcome) expectancies, have been related
consistently to college student drinking [9,27]. Self-efficacy is the belief that one can initiate
a behaviour to obtain a desired outcome (e.g. refuse a drink to remain sober). In college
students, lower levels of drink refusal self-efficacy are associated with higher levels of drinking
[36-38]. Alcohol expectancies are beliefs about the cognitive, affective or behavioural effects
of alcohol use and can be both positive (e.g. ‘drinking makes me more sociable’) and negative
(e.g. ‘when I drink, I often say things that I regret later’) [39]. Expectancies appear to have
both aetiological and maintaining influences on alcohol use in college students [40], especially
positive expectancies [39,41].

The concept of reciprocal determinism (or triadic reciprocality [42]) illustrates the relationship
among the three SLT constructs of social reinforcement, modelling and social cognitions.
These three constructs cannot be considered independently; change in one will facilitate
changes in the other two. In addition, the relative influences exerted by these constructs are
thought to vary in different settings and for different behaviours [30]. Therefore, the influence
of these constructs are constantly changing, being adjusted and altered as experience grows.
The concept of reciprocal determinism is vital in disentangling the influences of these SLT
constructs on personal alcohol use in the college setting.
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Review structure
In this review, we illustrate how the quality of peer relationships influences personal alcohol
use by altering the potency of the reciprocally related SLT constructs. First, we define the
quality of the peer relationship as a function of the stability, intimacy and support provided by
peers. Secondly, the quality of peer relationships is shown to facilitate alcohol use through
three pathways, thus clarifying the confusing and contradictory research on peer influence on
drinking. In each pathway, the quality of peer relationships affects strength and nature of social
reinforcement, modelling and/or social cognitions regarding alcohol. Thirdly, we apply this
framework to understand gender differences in alcohol use. Specifically, gender moderates the
second and third pathways. Finally, we discuss the limitations of the literature and promising
avenues for future research.

To organise the vast literature on peer influences on college drinking, three inclusion criteria
were used for the review. First, peer-reviewed, published studies were included if they
discussed the influence of platonic ‘peers’, ‘friends’, ‘best friends’ or ‘fellow students’ on
drinking. Secondly, only research published after 1970 was cited, a decision merited by the
increase in the interest and quality experimental evaluation of SLT in the college setting since
this time [43]. Thirdly, we excluded studies with major design limitations (e.g. surveys with
response rates below the general acceptable standard of 60% [44]) or inappropriate analyses
(e.g. conducting regressions with multiple predictors on small samples).

Quality of peer relationships
Research on college friendships reveals three unique components common to platonic, quality
peer relationships: stability, intimacy and support. Stability has been assessed by examining
changes over time in the number of social interactions by the individual and the size of one's
peer network [45]. Following an initial period of turnover, the number of friendships appears
to stabilise [45-47]. Thus, students make a large number of friends rather quickly, and most
long-term friendships emerge from these initial contacts. Same-sex friendships appear to be
the most stable [45]. Intimacy has been defined as the degree to which one feels interpersonally
close with friends [48]. As with stability, intimacy develops over the course of time [49] and
proves to be a considerable asset, increasing one's resilience to stress [47] and decreasing
loneliness [50,51]. Support has been defined as ‘the extent to which the individual is accepted,
loved and involved in relationships in which communication is open’ [52, p. 830]. Social
support from peers is consistently related to self-confidence and sociability, which can
contribute to successful college adaptation [47,53,54]. In addition, students with supportive
peer networks exhibit lower levels of psychological problems, stress and depression [47,53,
54-60].

Three pathways of peer influence on alcohol use
Stability, intimacy and support help to define the quality of peer relationships, each contributing
to the formation of lasting, influential personal ties. However, research evaluating the
connection between peer relationships and personal alcohol use has been inconsistent and
contradictory. For example, alcohol use in college students has been linked to both the presence
[61-63] and absence [64-65] of social support in their lives. In addition, students have reported
drinking heavily in both social [48,66] and solitary [67] drinking settings. Finally, drinking
has also been associated by students reporting pleasant times with others, as well as conflict
with others [68,69]. Such varied research findings makes it difficult to discern a relationship
between peer relationships and drinking. However, we propose that three pathways of peer
influence organise this literature relating peers and personal alcohol use (see Fig. 1).
Specifically, these three pathways affect the potency of the three SLT constructs on personal
alcohol use.
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First, a lack or breakdown of quality peer relationships can facilitate drinking. The relationship
between a breakdown or lack of peer relationships with increased alcohol use is evident in the
research linking alcohol use to reduced levels of intimacy with others [65], alienation [67],
emotional pain [66], conflict with others [68,69] and low levels of support [62,70-71]. In
addition, alcohol use has also been associated with the denial of a need for social affiliations
or affection [72] and alienation from others has been linked to increased motives to drink
[64]. Solitary drinkers also tend to consume more alcohol than students who drink in social
situations [36,65,73].

SLT proposes that this lack of quality peer relationships can result in feelings of isolation or
conflict (e.g. emotional pain [73]), which in turn present a challenge in the social environment
that the student must attempt to handle [29]. Negative affect and emotions have also been linked
to alcohol use in college students [74]. As the student will have little contact with peers, social
reinforcement and modelling will have less impact on personal alcohol use. However, an
increase in drinking can result if the students’ social cognitions (expectancies and self efficacy)
facilitate the perception of drinking as a way to handle the lack of stable, intimate and supportive
peer relationships. Research indicates a relationship between alcohol use and the lack or
breakdown of peer relationships. In a study that required students to record their social
interactions and alcohol use three times a day, a problematic cycle was detected in which
alcohol was consumed to relieve immediate stress, which was then associated with increased
negative affect [75]. This reciprocal relationship was especially prominent in students with less
intimate and supportive friendships. Cognitive processes also appear to influence alcohol use
in solitary drinkers. Specifically, solitary drinkers exhibit lower self-efficacy to resist drinking
and higher alcohol-related expectancies (personal and social coping, personal and social
enhancement) than social drinkers [36]. Taken together, this research demonstrates the utility
of SLT constructs in explaining the relationship between a lack of quality peer relationships
and personal alcohol use.

Secondly, excessive drinking can result if alcohol use becomes an integral part of peer
interactions. A recent study, which followed students throughout their college years and then
reassessed them 4 and 7 years after graduation, revealed the social environment to be a highly
significant predictor for drinking in college [19]. In the context of the SLT construct of social
reinforcement, both socialisation and selection contribute to this process. Socialisation is
evident when alcohol use becomes prevalent, accepted and encouraged in peer interactions that
were previously alcohol-free. Thus, college friendships may initially develop in class or while
socialising in contexts that do not involve alcohol. The initiation and development of these
friendships have many advantages regarding everyday problems, psychological health [53]
and adjustment to college [47,50]. However, the overall prevalence of drinking in college
socialisation may increase the likelihood that alcohol will become enmeshed in quality peer
relationships. The student is thus regularly exposed to valued peers who both model and provide
social reinforcement for alcohol use, probably resulting in increased drinking in social
situations [6].

Selection also appears to contribute to the development of quality peer relationships, as students
actively seek out contexts which permit excessive drinking. Students report drinking heavily
to facilitate contact and acceptance from peers [66,76] and to experience pleasant times with
others [68,69,72]. Alcohol use is also used by college students to facilitate intimacy [48,61],
closeness [64] and support [63]. Thus, drinking environments can afford the adaptive
advantages of social interactions with peers, and help forge quality peer relationships
(including stability, intimacy and support) [11,61-63,65,66,77,78]. This, in turn, can lead
students to view ‘intoxication as a deliberate social activity’ [79, p. 155]. Shared drinking
experiences, although increasing the risk to the student, can also become associated with
positive aspects of the friendship. As a result, students may seek out peers who consume
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alcohol. In fact, heavy alcohol use by incoming college students appears to be primarily
associated with making friends, and not negative affect or coping [8].

The quality of peer relationships also significantly influences personal alcohol use through the
SLT constructs of modelling and social cognitions. Individuals match the alcohol use of a warm
and sociable model more than that of a cold or distant model [80,81] and the perceived
behaviours of valued peers are more influential on personal use than those of acquaintances or
strangers [82]. Regarding social cognitions, expectancies of social facilitation or pleasure
[66,83-87] and social assertiveness [88-90] are consistently related to increase social drinking
in college students. In addition, college students with low drink refusal self-efficacy also exhibit
higher levels of alcohol use [91-94]. Therefore, it is likely that social drinking by students is
both modeled and socially reinforced by valued peers, making it difficult for students to refuse
offers of alcohol.

Finally, the student is likely to drink lightly or abstain from drinking if his or her peers
disapprove of alcohol use or do not drink. In the context of SLT, this pathway can be viewed
as the opposite of what occurs when peers support heavy alcohol use. Specifically, peers
encourage abstinence or light drinking through social reinforcement (providing an environment
that approves of this style of alcohol use), modelling (peers abstain or drink lightly themselves)
and cognitive processes (strong drink-refusal self-efficacy, low expectancies that alcohol is
needed to be social or popular). The little research conducted on light drinkers and abstainers
indicates that college students whose peers disapprove of drinking or abstain report very little
personal alcohol use [7,26]. In addition, freshmen whose social networks consist mainly or
entirely of abstainers are less likely to initiate alcohol use or drink heavily (five or more drinks
per occasion) than students whose social networks consist mainly of drinkers [8,95].
Longitudinal research indicates that the alcohol-related attitudes and behaviours of peers are
significantly correlated with personal attitudes and behaviours at both low and high levels of
alcohol consumption, a relationship that is most probably the result of both selection and
socialisation [13,19]. In sum, associating with light drinkers or abstainers can prevent drinking
from becoming a prominent part of socialisation.

Taken together, these three pathways explain the vast body of conflicting research on peer
influence on personal alcohol use. In the first pathway, the absence or breakdown of peer
relationships set the stage for increased alcohol use to cope with social isolation. Social
cognitions are especially influential in this pathway. In the second pathway, alcohol use is an
integral part of quality peer relationships, with valued peers encouraging alcohol use through
social reinforcement and modelling. In the third pathway, the student's susceptibility to
excessive drinking is reduced by valued peers encouraging abstinence or light drinking. The
latter two pathways account for research linking personal alcohol use, light or heavy, to that
of one's peers.

Utility of model: gender differences
This model helps explain the consistent finding that women report lower levels of drinking
than men [1,2,5,6,83,96-97]. Although differences in body weight and fat content result in
different rates of alcohol metabolism for men and women [98], disparity in the stability,
intimacy and support of the peer relationships of women and men contributes to observed
gender differences in college drinking. Regarding stability, women express close friendship
through physical or verbal affection, while males express intimacy through shared activities
with friends [47]. As a result, females tend to talk about people and relationships with one
another, while males often talk about objects and activities [99]. Gender differences are also
evident in the intimacy of relationships. Intimacy is formed by self-disclosure with friends
[100,101]. Although men and women spend similar amounts of time with peers, men's
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expression of intimacy tends to be activity-based, while women tend to convey intimacy
through self-disclosure [100,102-105]. In addition, men tend to be less intimate and
demonstrate less self-disclosure with others than females in same-sex relationships [104,
106], even with best friends [50,107]. Men are also less likely to confide in friends, openly
express feelings of vulnerability, demonstrate affection or discuss personal issues [108,109].
This is not to say that men value intimacy less; rather, it is less an integral part of their
relationships. Regarding support, men tend to place fewer emotional demands on their friends
[103], while women tend to offer and receive more emotional support from their close friends
than do men [110]. Thus, the quality of peer relationships manifests itself differently for men
and women.

Gender differences in the quality of peer relationships moderates the second and third pathways
of peer influence (there is no evidence of gender differences in drinking to cope with the lack
or breakdown of peer relationships). This moderation is evident in the three SLT constructs of
social reinforcement, modelling and cognitive processes related to alcohol use. Social
reinforcement from peers appears to be greater for men than for women in drinking situations.
Specifically, social drinking activities appear to be an important context in which men receive
support from friends [65], and men view drinking situations as a way to foster intimacy,
closeness and support from peers [48,77]. Although men may be cautious and reserved in same-
sex friendships [109], these tendencies may be reduced by alcohol use, fostering more self-
disclosure and intimacy among friends [48,83]. Disinhibition has been consistently linked with
alcohol use in college students [111,112], especially among males [113-115], and moderate
drinking (one to four drinks per occasion) is related to higher levels of social satisfaction in
college men, but not in women [116]. Thus, men may receive significantly more types of
support from friends (e.g. emotional, problem-solving) while in the drinking environment than
women do. Given these findings, it is not surprising that male freshmen who want to make
friends also drink heavily upon arrival at school to facilitate social contact [11]. Thus, men are
more likely than women to develop and maintain a set of ‘drinking buddies’ with whom
drinking is a key element of socialisation [48,66].

In contrast, women are less likely than men to use alcohol to foster socialisation and do not
appear to develop social networks whose focus is on drinking. For example, the desire for
affiliation has been found to significantly predict heavy alcohol use in male freshmen, while
the influence of social affiliation on female alcohol use is negligible [77,117]. Furthermore,
women at single-sex institutions drink significantly less than women at co-educational schools,
despite there being no difference in the number of peers and frequency of socialising [118].

Regarding modelling, although both women and men appear to imitate observed drinking in
similar fashion [81], cross-sectional and longitudinal research indicates that drinking is more
integrated in the social lifestyle of men than in women [6,40]. For example, the frequency of
interactions with peers is a predictor of heavy alcohol use (five or more drinks per occasion)
in men: the more men interact with peers, the more alcohol they report consuming [119]. Thus,
men have more opportunities to observe others’ drinking. Gender differences are also evident
in cognitive processes related to drinking. Compared to men, women have higher levels of self-
efficacy regarding their alcohol use in social situations [91-94]. Specifically, women appear
to be more confident in their ability to refrain from drinking alcohol when with friends.
Regarding alcohol-related expectancies, men have greater expectancies of social assertiveness
[88-90], social pleasure or facilitation [66,83,84-86] and social lubrication [39] than women.
Interestingly, the endorsement of expectancies for sociability is associated with heavy drinking
in women [86,120], suggesting that regardless of gender, holding the expectation that alcohol
facilitates socialisation may contribute to heavy drinking. However, given the role of drinking
in men's socialisation, this relationship is observed more in men.
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In sum, in the second and third pathways of the model, gender moderates the effect of quality
of peer relationships on personal alcohol use. Alcohol is often used by men to develop a sense
of stability, intimacy and support through drinking with peers. As peers become more valued,
their influence on the three SLT constructs becomes more pronounced. In contrast, women's
everyday interactions with friends of either sex tend to be more supportive [47] and intimate
[50] than men's. Women seek to enhance the quality of peer relationships through self-
disclosure and sharing multiple activities [103], rather than through alcohol-related activities.
This is not to say that women are not affected by the latter two pathways of peer influence; on
occasion, women do use alcohol to promote cohesion among friends [80]. Furthermore, this
does not imply that women's alcohol use in college is risk-free. Indeed, women in college drink,
binge drink (consume five or more drinks on one occasion), and become drunk more often than
their peers who do not attend college [121]. However, drinking appears to play less of a central
role in women's peer interactions.

Limitations and future directions
This review used social learning theory to organise the literature detailing the relationship
between the quality of peer relationships and personal alcohol use. This decision was warranted
because SLT offers the most detailed theoretical conceptualisation of peer influences on college
drinking, acknowledges the influence of social interactions on behaviour, and does not attempt
to explain behaviour exclusively as the result of internal psychological drives or biological
determinants [29,30]. That said, there are several other theories that could have been used to
explain college student drinking, such as peer cluster theory [122], theory of planned behaviour
[123,124] and problem behaviour theory [125,126]. Although none of these theories have
received the amount of empirical evaluation as SLT, it is possible that further development of
these theories may provide a more comprehensive explanation for the relationship between the
quality of peer relationships and alcohol use in the college setting.

Although the quality of the literature on peer influence on college drinking has increased over
time, five common limitations apparent in the studies suggest promising future directions for
research. First, cross-sectional designs, although providing valuable initial evidence of peer
influences, do have considerable limitations [127]. Specifically, it is impossible to determine
changes over time in peer influences on personal alcohol use using a single measurement. In
addition, cross-sectional research cannot isolate the respective influences of selection and
socialisation. Therefore, detailed longitudinal assessment may be most appropriate for
advancing knowledge about interactive influences on drinking. For example, diary techniques
[128] and ecological momentary assessment [75] allow participants to record several discrete
interactions over time. By shortening the period of recall, this approach would reduce the
amount of bias. Secondly, all the literature reviewed here relied on participant self-report.
Although there is little evidence that students intentionally misrepresent their alcohol use
[129], laboratory studies of peer influence would provide valuable information on the specific
influences of peers. For example, the influence of modelling in dyads or groups of peers has
yet to be examined. Thirdly, much of the research has been performed with Caucasian students
at American colleges. Although the past decade has seen an increase in quality international
research on peer influence on college student drinking, it would be valuable to evaluate cultural
differences in the development and influence of peer relationships on personal alcohol use.
Fourthly, the majority of studies included students in introductory psychology research pools.
However, information was rarely provided regarding whether this population was
representative of the whole student body. Therefore, a selection bias may limit the
generalisability of the reviewed research. Finally, almost all of these studies evaluated the
participant's perception of peer influence. Future research can directly assess peers in order to
fully understand their influence on personal alcohol use. For example, recent research on dyads
of close friends found three drinking motives (enhancement, social reinforcement and coping)
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to predict alcohol use [130], highlighting the role of reciprocal determinism in the development
and maintenance of personal alcohol use. This line of research, in addition to improving our
understanding of peer influence, will also inform our attempts to involve peers in interventions
addressing college drinking [131].

Future research will also be enhanced by the use of statistical techniques such as hierarchical
linear modelling (HLM) [132]. HLM permits the creation of multi-level models that take into
account personal behaviours and perceptions, as well as those of the students’ peers. With
longitudinal data, these multi-level models could explore the reciprocal relationships of SLT
constructs at each assessment, as well as changes in their influence over time. Thus, HLM
could empirically evaluate all three proposed pathways provided in Fig. 1. For example, a
longitudinal model of the second pathway could assess whether the quality of peer relationships
influences social reinforcement, modelling, and social cognitions conducive to drinking.
Changes in these constructs could then be used to predict subsequent changes in personal
alcohol use.

Conclusion
The quality of peer relationships is an important consideration when attempting to understand
college drinking. Stable, intimate and supportive peer relationships appear to influence the
potency of social reinforcement, modelling and social cognitions on personal alcohol use.
Gender differences appear to moderate this effect, as alcohol appears to be less involved in the
development and maintenance of quality peer relationships among women than among men.
In a larger context, this influence of the quality of peer relationships on personal alcohol use
presents a conundrum to researchers and college administrations attempting to reduce drinking
on campus, especially among male first-year students. Specifically, these students may decide
that the perceived social benefits of drinking (expectancies) may outweigh the risks of problems
(e.g. injury, poor grades) or punishments (e.g. administrative referrals, fines) that may occur
[28,116]. The challenge will be to foster, through individual interventions or campus-wide
initiatives, the development of quality peer relationships that are supportive of moderate
drinking or abstinence.
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Figure 1.
Influence of quality of peer relationships on personal alcohol use.
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