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Abstract

The world of peers presents a unique developmental challenge to adolescents—one that is likely to
be linked to prior experiences within the family, affected by concurrent experiences with adults
outside the family, and predictive of future mental and physical health. To negotiate relationships
with peers successfully, adolescents must manage the challenge of connecting with peers while
establishing autonomy regarding peer influences. Both the nature of this challenge and how it is
handled are linked closely to the ways adolescents are treated by the adults in their lives.
Adolescents’ capacities for autonomy and connection can be developed both in the family and in
interventions that engage youth with adults outside the family, suggesting a substantial role for
adults in easing adolescents’ peer challenges.
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Managing peer relationships is one of the most challenging and important developmental
tasks adolescents face. Interest in peer relationships is intense during this period, perhaps
more so than at any other developmental phase, and is likely rooted in biology (1).
Adolescents report being happiest when interacting with their peers (2), and the peer world
is a central context in which adolescent develop social skills (3). At the same time, the
problems associated with adolescents’ peer relations are numerous and serious enough to
concern parents, educators, and policymakers.

Adolescents face a fundamental dilemma with respect to their peers: Learning to form strong
peer relationships is critical to social development and mental health, yet such relationships
are routinely associated with at least moderately increased incidences of alcohol and
substance use and minor delinquent acts. In this article, we consider the individual and
cultural aspects of this dilemma, then focus on evidence that adolescents are most successful
managing peer relationships when they learn to connect strongly with peers while
establishing autonomy in peer interactions, particularly with respect to deviant behaviors.
We then review factors that facilitate success or failure in balancing demands for autonomy
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and connection, and conclude by discussing interventions that can facilitate this balance
between autonomy and connection.

The Peer Dilemma

The role of peers’ influences (both positive and negative) on adolescent behavior has long
been a source of interest, and views regarding these influences have shifted over time.
Research on the topic suffered from early false starts—notably the tendency to confound
peer selection with peer socialization by failing to recognize that deviant teenagers were
often friends with deviant peers, not because teenagers had been influenced by these peers,
but because they had selected peers like themselves as friends. Although researchers
ultimately recognized the problems with this approach (4, 5), more recent research that has
considered these concerns over selection versus socialization nevertheless has found
potential negative peer influences: Associating with deviant peers can be a training ground
for delinquent activity among at-risk youth (6). Early romantic involvement has been linked
to later psychosocial difficulties along with risks of both pregnhancy and sexually transmitted
infections for sexually active teenagers (7). And driving a car becomes much more
dangerous when peers are passengers, with the likelihood of an accident for an adolescent
driver increasing almost in direct proportion to the number of peers in the car (8, 9).

However, the real dilemma with peers is that, as problematic as peer relationships can be,
forming strong relationships with peers appears crucial to healthy social development in
adolescence. These relationships often seem like matters of life and death to adolescents—a
perception that may not be far off the mark. Although popularity brings the risks noted
earlier, lack of popularity has been associated with lower quality of friendships, problematic
relationships with parents, less optimal social skills, and more frequent depression, as has
rejection by peers (10-13). Adolescents who reach adulthood without forming meaningful
relationships with peers (e.g., those who are isolated socially) are more likely to experience
mental and physical ills, up to and including early mortality (14). As difficult as it is for
teenagers to live with the challenges and dangers of peer relationships, they cannot live well
without them either.

The Adolescent Subculture

How do we understand this dilemma? Across several domains of research, we see the degree
to which the adolescent peer dilemma is linked to the disjuncture between adolescent
subculture and the norms and values of the larger adult society (15). For example, being
popular within the adolescent peer group predicts some forms of problem behavior in
adolescents (e.g., alcohol and substance use and minor delinquent activity; 12, 16, 17).
Popular teenagers appear well-socialized in many respects, often getting along well with
both parents and peers; but they appear to be socialized into an adolescent subculture with
values (e.g., toward adolescent substance use and minor delinquent acts) that often diverge
from those of the larger adult society (12). Similarly, adolescents who engage at an early age
in pseudomature behavior—minor deviant behavior, precocious involvement in romantic
relationships, or a preoccupation with physical appearance—are rewarded socially with
early popularity among their peers (18). Yet when assessed a decade later, youth on this
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pseudomature, popular track are viewed as less socially competent, and are more likely to
have had serious problems with alcohol and substance use and legal issues. This early fast-
track involvement with pseudomature behavior, while popular among peers, may well be a
long-term dead end.

This problematic situation may reflect a divergence in the norms of adolescent and adult
subcultures that characterize modern Western society. In contrast, non-Western and pre-
industrial cultures have often engaged adolescents more intensively with adults, and these
cultures in turn have had lower rates of juvenile delinquency and deviance (19). In modern
Western society, segregating adolescents from most of adult society—which occurs with
extended formal education and high student-teacher ratios in classrooms—establishes
conditions that can allow a distinct, often problematic peer culture to emerge (20). This
culture is not entirely antisocial; for example, popular teenagers also tend to become less
aggressive over time, as peers do not reward such behavior (12). Yet the sometimes-deviant
norms of the adolescent subculture nonetheless create a challenge for teenagers trying to
form strong relationships with peers without succumbing to the negative effects of deviant
adolescent behavior.

Navigating the Peer World Successfully

How do adolescents navigate this minefield, seeking positive connections with peers while
avoiding the problems often associated with those connections? Their dilemma reflects a
universal human challenge: connecting with others while resisting group influences that
might impair individual self-interest. The most successful (though not completely problem-
free) path through this dilemma involves learning to establish simultaneously autonomy
interests and strong connections with peers.

Adolescents who can establish a degree of autonomy with their peers—in particular, by
showing they can resist negative peer influences—fare well over time. Autonomy with
peers, demonstrated in analogue situations at 13—-15 years, predicts not only greater career
progress but also avoidance of criminal behavior and problems associated with alcohol and
substance abuse, up to a decade later at 23 years (21). However, such autonomy ideally
occurs not in opposition to connection with peers, but in conjunction with it. Strong peer
connections in early adolescence, when they occur with adolescent autonomy, predict long-
term success not only in friendships, but also in romantic relationships (21).

Thus, adolescents who learn how to connect with peers while still going their own way with
respect to deviant peer influences fare best in the long term. Fortunately, although
establishing autonomy and maintaining peer connections require skill and tact, the two
outcomes are not diametrically opposed. On the contrary, adolescents who are the least
susceptible to peer influences (i.e., the most autonomous) tend to become gradually more
popular over time (22). Similarly, adolescents who establish a degree of autonomy while
maintaining connections when discussing disagreements with a close friend at 13 years are
more competent in friendships at 18 years and withdraw less socially at 21 years (23).
Although conformity to (often-deviant) peer norms is rewarded in early adolescence, over
time, the ability to act autonomously is apparently of greatest value to social development
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and functioning. Moreover, rather than conflicting with peer relations, this increasing
autonomy appears to facilitate them.

Parents and the Peer World

How can adults help adolescents achieve balance in their relationships with peers? Although
peer relations in adolescence have been viewed as a largely uncontrollable force
independent of parental influence (24), recent research suggests the opposite. Both
adolescents’ capacity for autonomy and their capacity for connecting with peers are linked
closely to their prior and concurrent experiences within the family. In laboratory
observations, peer reports, and postings on social networking sites (e.g., Facebook; 25), a
developmental cascade occurs in which autonomy and relatedness in adolescents’
interactions with parents at 13 years predict their ability to establish autonomy while
maintaining relatedness with peers of the same gender and ultimately, with romantic
partners at ages 18 and 21 (26). These findings are consistent with the idea that teenagers
learn how to behave autonomously in the family, and that such behavior can be compatible
with establishing and maintaining positive relationships. How these teenagers then behave
with their peers is apparently in line with patterns established within the family.

In contrast, parental behavior that undermines adolescent autonomy predicts relative
decreases in adolescents’ capacity to display autonomy with peers over the following years
(27). Teenagers whose mothers control them psychologically are more likely to be
influenced by peers to engage in risky sexual behavior and substance use (28). Adolescents
who get used to having little autonomy at home apparently neither expect nor receive
different treatment in the world of peers.

Adolescents who have difficulties establishing autonomy within the family also tend to
struggle later with autonomy with peers, as well as have lower-quality overall relationships
with peers. Some teenagers who struggle with autonomy from their parents also experience
aggression in dating (29) and hostility in close friendships more than a decade later (30).
However, parents’ role in granting autonomy must be considered within the relevant social
context: In risky environments—where teenagers may need more restrictions to remain safe
—delayed granting of autonomy may be appropriate and beneficial (31). In addition, the
type of autonomy that has been linked to later success with peers is primarily cognitive and
verbal—parents of teenagers who are successful with their peers allow their teenagers to
disagree in reasonable ways, which differs from simply allowing teenagers unfettered
behavioral freedoms.

Connections with and support from parents are apparently as important as autonomy
processes in forecasting adolescents’ success among peers. For example, adolescents’
attachment security has been linked to success establishing autonomy and relatedness with
peers (32), increasing levels of social skill over time (28), and less frequent aggression in
romantic relationships (33). In addition, parents who are perceived as influencing their
teenagers via supportive, positive relationships (as opposed to heavy-handed efforts at
control) have the most influence relative to peers (28).
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Somewhat surprisingly, parents’ marital interactions also affect their teenagers’ functioning
with their peers. For example, teenagers whose parents have marital problems when the
youth are in early adolescence display less autonomy and relatedness in interactions with
peers one year later (34). Such marital difficulties also predict aggression in teenagers’
romantic relationships 3 to 7 years later (34, 35). Most strikingly, observations of parents’
marital interactions when adolescents are 14 years old predict qualities of adolescents’
interactions in their own adult marital relationships up to 17 years later (36). These findings
suggest the extent to which teenagers may learn critical relationship behaviors they will
apply with their peers by observing their parents modeling such behavior with one another.

When we put all these findings together, we see that qualities of adolescents’ relationships
with their peers are apparently informed by patterns of relationships established within the
family. In particular, the often-contentious process through which adolescents negotiate with
their parents for autonomy, if handled successfully, apparently pays dividends in the
adolescents’ capacity to establish autonomy while forming and maintaining strong
relationships with peers.

Interventions That Influence Peer Relationships

Although interactions between adolescents and their parents are linked to qualities of
youths’ relations with their peers, the normative adolescent strivings for autonomy reduce
teenagers’ tendencies to turn to parents for guidance, particularly regarding issues
surrounding peer relationships (37). Yet if we look beyond the family, we see opportunities
for adults to influence the quality of adolescents’ relationships with peers. As Schlegel and
Barry’s (19) anthropological findings suggest, connecting to the adult world can be valuable
for teenagers. And in a few areas of modern society, this impact extends into the peer
domain.

Adolescent romantic relationships would seem like one peer domain where nonparental
adults might have the least influence, but this turns out not to be the case. For example, an
adult-driven intervention—the Teen Outreach Program—influenced adolescents’ behavior
in romantic/sexual relationships enough to reduce about 60 percent of teen pregnancies (38).
The key ingredient: voluntary community service for youth that gives them the opportunity
to connect meaningfully with adults and come to view themselves as autonomous,
contributing members of the larger adult world. Such connections bring other benefits as
well—for example, 60 percent reductions in school failure and suspension rates. And given
the degree to which most teenagers are disconnected from meaningful contact with the adult
world, little time is required—the typical program involves 20 hours of volunteer activity
combined with weekly discussions with an adult facilitator over a school year. Teenagers’
autonomy (in selecting the type of volunteer service they will perform) and sense of
connection with adult facilitators predict most optimally program outcomes that succeed at
the site level (39). And adolescents who are least likely to have strong connections with
adults at home (as a result of parents’ absence or economic stress) apparently benefit most
from the program (40). In short, contact with the adult world can alter adolescents’ behavior
even with regard to their most intimate peer relationships.
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Schools also can affect adolescent-peer interactions. In work that parallels studies on parent-
teen interactions, a school-based intervention that altered teacher-adolescent interactions in
a classroom—the My Teaching Partner-Secondary Program—increased not just student
academic achievement—its intended target—but the quality of peer interactions within the
classroom (41, 42). Two of the targets of the intervention were adolescents’ experience of
autonomy within the structure of the classroom and their sense of connection to their
teachers.

Summary and Conclusions

These two experimental evaluations of social interventions, the findings from
anthropological studies of human societies spanning hundreds of years, and basic
developmental research on adolescent peer relations are consistent in their conclusions: To
thrive, teenagers—Iike all humans—need strong social connections in which they can also
establish themselves as autonomous individuals pursuing their own interests. When
adolescents experience these characteristics within their peer relationships, positive
outcomes follow, even far into the future. Yet the sometimes-problematic values of the
modern Western adolescent subculture create a tension for adolescents between the desire
and need to connect with peers, on the one hand, and the risks that flow from the deviant and
problematic behaviors sometimes supported within the adolescent peer group, on the other.
Although this tension cannot be resolved simply, adolescents who fare most optimally are
those who learn to establish their own autonomy in ways that do not undermine their social
relationships.

These relationship capacities do not arise de novo in adolescence, nor do they simply occur
randomly. Rather, parents apparently influence their adolescents’ ability to manage the
challenges of peer relationships related to autonomy and connection, and external
interventions that address these issues also affect teenagers. The good news is that
adolescents’ peer experience—problematic as it can be—is anything but the uncontrollable
force of nature that many parents and other adults fear. However, parents and adults must
work to nurture and guide adolescents’ peer relationships in ways that adapt over time both
for teenagers and the larger society.

Acknowledgments

This study and its write-up were supported by grants from the Eunice Kennedy Shriver National Institute of Child
Health and Human Development and the National Institute of Mental Health (9R01 HD058305-11A1 & R01-
MH58066), the William T. Grant Foundation, and the Institute for Education Science (R305A100367).

References

1. Albert D, Chein J, Steinberg L. The teenage brain: Peer influences on adolescent decision making.
Current Directions in Psychological Science. 2013; 22:114-120. [PubMed: 25544805]

2. Larson R, Richards MH. Daily companionship in late childhood and early adolescence: Changing
developmental contexts. Child Development. 1991; 62:284-300. [PubMed: 2055123]

3. Collins WA, Laursen B. Changing relationships, changing youth: Interpersonal contexts of
adolescent development. Journal of Early Adolescence. 2004; 24:55-62.

4. Berndt TJ. Friendship and friends’ influence in adolescence. Current Directions in Psychological
Science. 1992; 1:156-159.

Child Dev Perspect. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2016 June 01.



1duosnue Joyiny 1duosnue Joyiny 1duosnuen Joyiny

1duosnuep Joyiny

Allen and Loeb

10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

18.

19.

20.
21.

22.

23.

24,

25.

26.

Page 7

. Kandel, DB.; Davies, M.; Baydar, N. The creation of interpersonal contexts: Homophily in dyadic

relationships in adolescence and young adulthood. In: Robins, L.; Rutter, M., editors. Straight and
devious pathways from childhood to adulthood. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press;
1990. p. 221-241.

. Dishion TJ, Spracklen KM, Andrews DW, Patterson GR. Deviancy training in male adolescents

friendships. Behavior Therapy. 1996; 27:373-390.

. Davila J. Depressive symptoms and adolescent romance: Theory, research, and implications. Child

Development Perspectives. 2008; 2:26-31.

. Allen JP, Brown BB. Adolescents, peers, and motor vehicles: The perfect storm? American Journal

of Preventive Medicine. 2008; 35:5289-S293. [PubMed: 18702984]

. Simons-Morton B, Lerner N, Singer J. The observed effects of teenage passengers on the risky

driving behavior of teenage drivers. Accident Analysis and Prevention. 2005; 37:973-982.
[PubMed: 15921652]

Pakaslahti L, Karjalainen A, Keltikangas-Jaervinen L. Relationships between adolescent prosocial
problem-solving strategies, prosocial behaviour, and social acceptance. International Journal of
Behavioral Development. 2002; 26:137-144.

Henrich CC, Blatt SJ, Kuperminc GP, Zohar A, Leadbeater BJ. Levels of interpersonal concerns
and social functioning in early adolescent boys and girls. Journal of Personality Assessment. 2001;
76:48-67. [PubMed: 11206299]

Allen JP, Porter MR, McFarland CF, Marsh PA, McElhaney KB. The two faces of adolescents’
success with peers: Adolescent popularity, social adaptation, and deviant behavior. Child
Development. 2005; 76:747-760. [PubMed: 15892790]

Allen JP, Insabella GM, Porter MR, Smith FD, Land DJ, Phillips NK. A social-interactional model
of the development of depressive symptoms in adolescence. Journal of Consulting & Clinical
Psychology. 2006; 74:55-65. [PubMed: 16551143]

Holt-Lunstad J, Smith TB, Layton JB. Social relationships and mortality risk: A meta-analysis.
PLoS Medicine. 2010; 7:1-20.

Allen, JP.; Allen, CW. Escaping the endless adolescence: How we can help our teenagers grow up
before they grow old. New York, NY: Ballatine; 2009.

Balsa Al, Homer JF, French MT, Norton EC. Alcohol use and popularity: Social payoffs from
conforming to peers’ behavior. Journal of Research on Adolescence. 2011; 21:559-568. [PubMed:
21860582]

Mayeux L, Sandstrom MJ, Cillessen AHN. Is being popular a risky proposition? Journal of
Research on Adolescence. 2008; 18:49-74.

Allen JP, Schad MM, Oudekerk BA, Chango J. What ever happened to the ‘cool” kids? Long-term
sequelae of early adolescent pseudomature behavior. Child Development. 2014; 85:1866-1880.
[PubMed: 24919537]

Schlegel, A.; Barry, H. Adolescence: An anthropological inquiry. New York, NY: Free Press;
1991.

Hine, T. The rise and fall of the American teenager. New York, NY: Bard; 1999.

Allen JP, Chango J, Szwedo DE. The adolescent relational dialectic and the peer roots of adult
social functioning. Child Development. 2014; 85:192-204. [PubMed: 23534679]

Allen JP, Porter MR, McFarland CF. Leaders and followers in adolescent close friendships:
Susceptibility to peer influence as a predictor of peer pressure, risky behavior, and depression.
Development & Psychopathology. 2006; 18:155-172. [PubMed: 16478557]

Chango J, Allen JP, Szwedo DE, Schad MM. Early adolescent peer foundations of late adolescent
and young adult psychological adjustment. Journal of Research on Adolescence. (in press).
Harris, JR. The nurture assumption: Why children turn out the way they do. New York, NY: Free
Press; 1998.

Szwedo DE, Mikami AY, Allen JP. Qualities of peer relations on Facebook and MySpace:
Predictions from negative mother-teen interactions. Journal of Research on Adolescence. 2011;
21:595-607. [PubMed: 21860584]

Oudekerk BA, Allen JP, Hessel ET, Molloy LE. The cascading development of autonomy and
relatedness from adolescence to adulthood. Child Development. (in press).

Child Dev Perspect. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2016 June 01.



1duosnue Joyiny 1duosnue Joyiny 1duosnuen Joyiny

1duosnuep Joyiny

Allen and Loeb Page 8

27. Hare A, Szwedo DE, Schad MM, Allen JP. Undermining adolescent autonomy with parents and
peers: The enduring implications of psychologically controlling parenting. Journal of Research on
Adolescence. (in press).

28. Allen JP, Chango J, Szwedo DE, Schad MM, Marston EG. Predictors of susceptibility to peer
influence regarding substance use in adolescence. Child Development. 2012; 83:337-350.
[PubMed: 22188526]

29. Niolon PH, Kuperminc GP, Allen JP. Autonomy and relatedness in mother-teen interactions as
predictors of involvement in adolescent dating aggression. Psychology of Violence. (in press ).

30. Allen JP, Hauser ST, O’Connor TG, Bell KL. Prediction of peer-rated adult hostility from
autonomy struggles in adolescent-family interactions. Development and Psychopathology. 2002;
14:123-137. [PubMed: 11893089]

31. McElhaney KB, Allen JP. Autonomy and adolescent social functioning: The moderating effect of
risk. Child Development. 2001; 72:220-231. [PubMed: 11280481]

32. Allen JP, Porter MR, McFarland FC, McElhaney KB, Marsh PA. The relation of attachment
security to adolescents’ paternal and peer relationships, depression, and externalizing behavior.
Child Development. 2007; 78:1222-1239. [PubMed: 17650135]

33. Miga EM, Hare A, Allen JP, Manning N. The relation of insecure attachment states of mind and
romantic attachment styles to adolescent aggression in romantic relationships. Attachment &
Human Development. 2010; 12:463-481. [PubMed: 20730640]

34. Miga EM, Gdula JA, Allen JP. Fighting fair: Adaptive marital conflict strategies as predictors of
future adolescent peer and romantic relationship quality. Social Development. 2012; 21:443-460.

35. Hare AL, Miga EM, Allen JP. Intergenerational transmission of aggression in romantic
relationships: The moderating role of attachment security. Journal of Family Psychology. 2009;
23:808-818. [PubMed: 20001139]

36. Whitton SW, Waldinger RJ, Schulz MS, Allen JP, Crowell JA, Hauser ST. Prospective
associations from family-of-origin interactions to adult marital interactions and relationship
adjustment. Journal of Family Psychology. 2008; 22:274-286. [PubMed: 18410214]

37. Smetana JG, Asquith P. Adolescents’ and parents’ conceptions of parental authority and personal
autonomy. Child Development. 1994; 65:1147-1162. [PubMed: 7956471]

38. Allen JP, Philliber S, Herrling S, Kuperminc GP. Preventing teen pregnancy and academic failure:
Experimental evaluation of a developmentally based approach. Child Development. 1997; 68:729—
742.

39. Allen JP, Kuperminc G, Philliber S, Herre K. Programmatic prevention of adolescent problem
behaviors: The role of autonomy, relatedness, and volunteer service in the Teen Outreach
Program. American Journal of Community Psychology. 1994; 22:617-638. [PubMed: 7755004]

40. Allen JP, Philliber SP. Who benefits most from a broadly targeted prevention program?
Differential efficacy across populations in the Teen Outreach Program. Journal of Community
Psychology. 2001; 29:637—-655. [PubMed: 17235364]

41. Allen JP, Pianta RC, Gregory A, Mikami AY, Lun J. An interaction-based approach to enhancing
secondary school instruction and student achievement. Science. 2011; 333:1034-1037. [PubMed:
21852503]

42. Mikami AY, Gregory A, Allen JP, Pianta RC, Lun J. Effects of a teacher professional development
intervention on peer relationships in secondary classrooms. School Psychology Review. 2011;
40:352-366.

Child Dev Perspect. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2016 June 01.



