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Abstract

This study provides an exhaustive review of 44 peer-reviewed quantitative or qualitative data-based peer-
reviewed studies completed on adolescent peer group identification. Adolescent peer group identification is one's
self-perceived or other-perceived membership in discrete teenage peer groups. The studies reviewed suggest that
adolescent peer groups consist of five general categories differentiable by lifestyle characteristics: Elites, Athletes,
Academics, Deviants, and Others. We found that the Deviant adolescent group category reported relatively greater
participation in drug use and other problem behaviors across studies, whereas Academics and Athletes exhibited
the least participation in these problem behaviors. Additional research is needed in this arena to better understand
the operation of adolescent group labels.
© 2006 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.
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1. Introduction

Social scientists have long noted the tendency for people to place themselves and others into
consensually recognized and labeled social types (Ashmore, Del Boca, & Beebe, 2002). Adolescents
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tend to segregate themselves into different peer group types. Adolescents give names to their peer
group types, as has been popularly illustrated by movies such as The Breakfast Club (1985) and
Clueless (1995). Peer group names that adolescents give themselves or each other suggest the
groups' lifestyle characteristics, such as shared beliefs, interests in clothes and music, and preference
for specific activities (Brown & Lohr, 1987; Hartup, 1985; Sussman et al., 1990). As discussed by
Brown and Lohr (1987), adolescents may identify with groups to develop a sense of identity and a
positive self-concept, and an increased sense of personal autonomy from parents. In addition, these
group categories may reinforce cultural norms by indicating successful and unsuccessful ways of
participating in the culture (Ashmore et al., 2002).

Teens may “place” themselves into peer group types in at least two ways. First, they may simply
identify themselves with a certain peer social type regardless of any direct interaction with other peers. In
this sense, they are making a statement about the type of teen they are within the culture (i.e., they are
stating the name of the reputation-based collective in which they feel they take part). Second, these
adolescents may actually participate in peer groups which reflect the larger collective. The peer groups
provide a check on whether they view youth as “really” a member of the peer group type or only someone
who tries to be part of the group (a “wannabe”). Adolescents are in the process of moving away from the
closed environment of the parental home where they are largely influenced by their immediate family to a
social world where they are among peers and have to begin to make independent choices. Due to lack of
experience they are often not sure about the lifestyle decisions they should make (e.g., balancing their
social and school lives, vocational orientation). In need of support and direction they are likely to search
for a place among a group of peers by conforming to the group's norms (Larkin, 1979). Peer groups thus
either vicariously or directly facilitate the adolescents' transition into the larger social environmental
world.

The literature that pertains to the study of adolescent peer group types has been referred to by
various names (e.g., peer group association (Sussman et al., 1990), peer group self-identification
(Sussman et al., 1994), peer crowd affiliation (Prinstein & La Greca, 2002)). For the remainder of this
review, we will label this arena as “peer group identification” (e.g., Mosbach & Leventhal, 1988)
because peer group types may be self- or other defined, and may pertain to a larger collective or to
actual peer group interactions. This term permits inclusion of that variation. The peer group
identification literature began at least four decades ago (Clark, 1962). Several studies have found that
peer group identification is related to problem-prone behaviors such as substance use and risk-taking
(see Jessor, 1984). Findings across several peer group identification studies also suggest that a social
hierarchy exists among adolescent groups with Elites or Athletes at the top, and that this hierarchy is
associated with the level of one's social involvement, social acceptance, or self-esteem (e.g., Brown &
Lohr, 1987; Cohen, 1979; Eder, 1985; Franzoi, Davis, & Vasquez-Suson, 1994; La Greca, Prinstein, &
Fetter, 2001; Prinstein & La Greca, 2002).

Currently, it is unknown (1) how many data-based peer-reviewed studies on youth peer group
identification exist, (2) what the variation of methods are that delineate peer group names, and (3) what the
patterns of associations are between peer group identification and behavioral (e.g., drug use) or
personality (e.g., self-esteem) variables across studies. The purpose of this review paper is to address these
questions. We first attempted to identify all quantitative or qualitative data-based peer-reviewed studies
that used peer group names to identify peer groups. Then, we examined the methods used to delineate
group names. We also attempted to identify a finite number of general group names that accommodate the
studies that were completed. Two recent group type scaling studies (Ashmore, Griffo, Green, & Moreno,
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in press; Stone & Brown, 1999) provided direction on what the general group labels might be. We used
the results of these two studies and used a sorting procedure, both of which are described below, to
identify general groups.

Next, the relations of peer group identification with general group characteristics, personality
characteristics, parenting characteristics, substance use (tobacco, alcohol, marijuana and illicit drugs),
teen dating/sexual behavior, and violence participation were examined. It was expected that youth who
were identified as belonging to a Deviant group (e.g., a Stoner, Tough, Heavy Metaler, Druggie, or
Burnout, as examples), would be delineated across studies and would show the greatest prevalence of
problem behavior and personality characteristics (Jessor, 1984). On the other hand, we expected that
youth that were more involved in school activities or social events, such as the Academics, Elites, or
Athletes would show the lowest prevalence of drug use behavior among the groups. Also, we expected
that the Others, not falling into a clearly defined group, perhaps lacking peer support to boost their sense
of self-worth, would also show higher drug use than Academics, Elites, or Athletes. Finally, limitations of
this research and future research directions based on this review were suggested to stimulate continued
investigation in the field of group identification.

2. Method

2.1. Selection of studies

Searches of OVID MedINFO (1966 to August, 2005), PsycINFO (1887 to August, 2005), ERIC (1966
to August, 2005), Social Science Abstracts (1983 to August, 2005) and Sociological Abstracts (1963 to
August, 2005) databases were completed to identify studies that used peer group identification to
delineate adolescent peer groups. All databases were searched by crossing the terms “youth” and
“adolescents” with “peer group identification”, “peer group self-identification”, “peer group association”,
“peer group”, “peer crowd”, “peer crowd affiliation”, “peer affiliation”, and “peer group affiliation.” In
addition, we engaged in searches using the group names “Jock”, “Brains”, “Elites”, “Socies”, “Druggies”,
and “Normals.” Only studies published in English language peer-reviewed journals were included.
Studies were also excluded from consideration if they concerned subjects more than 26 years of age (end
of emerging adulthood (Arnett, 2000)) and if they did not identify clearly definable peer group names.
Forty-four studies were located. The included studies and the group names used in them are shown in
Table 1.

2.2. Subjects

Subjects across these studies varied in age from 9 to 23 years (see Table 2). While 30 studies involved
solely general populations of junior or senior high school students (grades 7 to 12; 12–18 years of age), 3
studies (Sussman et al., 1999; Sussman, Dent, & McCuller, 2000; Sussman, Unger, & Dent, 2004)
involved alternative (continuation) high school students (for those that do not successfully adapt to
mainstream education). Also, 4 studies targeted pre-teens, at least in part (Dubow & Cappas, 1988; Eder,
1985; Michell, 1997; Prinstein & La Greca, 2002). One study (Ashmore et al., 2002) addressed college
students. Six studies (Downs & Rose, 1991; Kipke, Montgomery, Simon, Unger, & Johnson, 1997;
Kipke, Unger, O'Connor, Palmer, & LaFrance, 1997; Miller, Farrell, Barnes, Melnick, & Sabo, 2005;
Miller et al., 2003; Sussman et al., 1999) targeted non-school based samples. Only three studies were
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Table 1
Group identification studies and group names

Peer group names

Studies Elites Athletes Deviants Academics Others

Ashmore et al.
(2002)

Fraternity/
Sorority/Greek,
Partiers, Prep

Jocks,
Athletes

Druggy/User,
Pothead/Stoner/
Weedhead,
Alcoholic/Drunk,
Freaks, Sluts,
Hippies

Studious,
Smart/Intelligent

Normals, Asian/Oriental,
Alternative, Slacker/Lazy,
Black/African, American/
Negro, Loner/Shy,
White/Anglican/Caucasian,
Gay/Lesbian/Homosexual

Barber et al.
(2001)

Princesses Jocks Criminals Brains The basket cases

Brown and
Lohr (1987)

Populars Jocks Druggies, Toughs Brains Normals, Nobodies,
Regulars, Grubs,
Outcasts

Brown et al.
(1993)

Populars, Jocks Druggies, Burnouts,
Greasers

Brains, Eggheads,
Intellectuals

Normals, Averages,
In-betweens, Loners,
Nerds

Clasen and
Brown
(1985)

Populars, Jocks Druggies, Toughs Brains, Eggheads,
Academics,
Intelligentsia,
Smarts, Smart group,
Straight-A's, Studious

Loners, Normals,
Outcasts, Special interest
groups (e.g., Band Buddies,
Farmers), Hybrids (e.g.,
Preppie-Jocks, Party-Jocks)

Cohen (1979) Fun Delinquent Academic Nobodies

Demuth (2004) Loners, Non-loners

Dolcini and
Adler (1994)

Elite,
Popular Black

Smart Floater, Outsider

Downs and Rose
(1991)

Jocks/Socies
(female
cheerleaders)

Hoods, The Rowdy
Ones, Dirtballs

Brains, Smart Ones Average kids, Normal kids

Dubow and
Cappas (1988)

Populars Rejected, Neglected Controversials Average

Durbin, Darling,
Steinberg, and
Brown (1993)

Populars,
Popular-nice

Jocks Druggies, Partiers Brains Average-normal, Loners,
Nerds

Eckert (1983) Jocks Burnouts

Eder (1985) Council
Members

Athletes,
cheerleaders

Grits (low class)
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Table 1 (continued)

Peer group names

Studies Elites Athletes Deviants Academics Others

Eicher et al.
(1991)

Preppies, Prom
Queens

Jocks Punks, Freaks Normals, Averages,
Regulars, Nerds,
Ordinaries

Farmer et al.
(2003)

Popular
(N50% of group
popular)

Aggressive
(N50% of group
aggressive)

Zero-aggressive,
Non-aggressive
(b50% of group
aggressive), Zero-popular,
Non-popular (b50%
popular), Isolated

Fordham and
Ogbu (1986)

Athletes,
Cheerleading
squads

Brainiacs,
Pervert-Brainiacs

Kin (regular)

Fishkin et al.
(1993)

Hot-shots Jocks “High risk youth” Regulars, Skaters

Franzoi et al.
(1994)

Popular
(sociable)

Rejected
(aggressive),
Neglected,
Controversial
(aggressive and
sociable)

Average

Gotlieb (1975) Elites Deviants Isolates Outsiders

Heaven et al.,
2005

Populars Athletes Rebels (a few drug/
alcohol users
indicated but not
used in analysis)

Studious Normals (others and
isolated indicated but
not included in analysis)

Kinney (1993) Preppies,
In-crowds,
Trendies

Jocks Burnouts,
Head-bangers,
Punk rockers

Nerds, Brainiacs Dweebs, Dorks, Geeks,
Computer-Jocks,
Normals

Kipke,
Montgomery
et al. (1997)

Athlete Druggies, Skater/
Deadhead, Hustler,
Gay/Bisexual,
Gang member

Student

Kipke, Unger
et al. (1997)

Athlete Punks/Skinheads,
Dead Heads,
Hustlers,
Transgender/
Drag-queens/

Student

(continued on next page)
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Table 1 (continued)

Peer group names

Studies Elites Athletes Deviants Academics Others

Gay/Lesbian,
Gang Members,
Surfers/Skaters,
Loners

La Greca and
Harrison
(2005)

High status
(Populars/
Jocks)

Low status
(Burnouts/
Alternatives)

Average status
(Average/Brains)

La Greca et al.
(2001)

Populars,
Hot-shots,
Preppies

Jocks Burnouts, Dirts,
Freaks, Druggies

Brains Non-conformists,
Alternatives

Matute-Bianchi
(1986)

Mexican–
Americans

Chicanos, Cholos Mexican-oriented,
Japanese descent

Mexicanos

Michell (1997) Top Boys,
Top Girls

Trouble-makers Middle groups Loners, Low-status,
Pupils

Miller et al.
(2003)

Jocks Non-jocks

Miller et al.
(2005)

Jocks Non-jocks

Mosbach and
Leventhal
(1988)

Hot-shots Jocks Dirts Regulars

Pascoe (2003) Millenium-mob,
Preps

Jocks,
Cheerleaders

Freaks, Goths Pac-rats, Skaters,
Bench-mob

Poveda and
Crim (1975)

High society,
Snobs,
Pep crews

Athletes Party girls,
Dopers

Average

Prinstein and La
Greca (2002)

Populars, Preps Jocks Burnouts, Dirts Brains Loners, Average

Riester and
Zucker (1968)

Collegiates,
Peripheral-
collegiates

Leathers,
Peripheral-leathers

Intellectuals True individuals/Hippies,
Average kids, The quiet
ones, “Kids who have a
steady”

Sussman et al.
(1990)

Hot-shots,
Populars

Jocks,
Athletes

“High risk youth”,
Dirts, Heavy
Metalers, Stoners

Brains Regulars, Skaters,
Discos-new wave,
Surfers, Independents
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Table 1 (continued)

Peer group names

Studies Elites Athletes Deviants Academics Others

Sussman et al.
(1993)

Hot-shots Jocks “High risk youth”,
Stoners, Heavy
Metalers, Bad kids,
Hippies, Punks,
Skinheads

Skaters, Regulars

Sussman et al.
(1994)

Hot-shots,
Socials,
Populars,
Preppies

Jocks,
Cheerleaders/
Pep club

Stoners, Burnouts,
Druggies, Heavy
Metalers/Rockers,
Bad kids/Gangsters

Brains Skaters, Surfers/Beach kids,
Regulars, Actors, New
wavers

Sussman et al.
(1999)

Hot-shots Jocks “High risk youth” Regulars

Sussman et al.
(2000)

Hot-shots,
Populars,
Socials,
Preppies

Jocks “High risk youth”,
Gang members,
Stoners, Taggers,
Rappers, Heavy
Metalers, Burnout,
Druggies, Grunge,
Rockers

Brains Regulars, Skaters,
Progressives, Techno,
New order, Actors,
Drama, Band, Musician,
Surfers, Beach-kids, Loners,
Nerds, Goofies, Aggies,
Farmers, Cowboys,
Independents

Sussman, Unger,
and Dent
(2003)

Hot-shots,
Populars,
Socials,
Preppies

Jocks Gang member,
Stoner, Taggers,
Rappers, Heavy
Metalers, Dirts,
Druggies,
Grunges

Brains Regulars, Skaters,
Progressives, Actors,
Surfers, Loners, Nerds

Thurlow (2001) Populars, Cool Sports teams/
groups

Hard People,
‘Bad’ groups
(e.g., naughty,
smokers), Bullies,
Subcultures (e.g.,
Moshers, Flipmode)

Brains Others, Normals, Unpopular,
Sad, Smots/Dopey ones,
Wiggers, Asians, Leftovers,
Middle-people

Tolone and
Tieman (1990)

Socials Loners, Nerds

Urberg (1992) Jocks/Preps Burnouts
/Radicals/
Punks

Average

Urberg et al.
(2000)

Preps Jocks Burnouts,
Alternatives,
Whiggers

Brains Nerds, Average
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conducted outside the U.S., all in school-based settings (Heaven, Ciarrochi, Vialle, & Cechavicuite, 2005;
Michell, 1997; Thurlow, 2001).

2.3. Assessing peer group identification and characteristics

Table 2 lists the methods used to identify peer group names and characteristics. The methods used by
the majority of studies to elicit peer group names and their respective characteristics are differentiated in
three basic ways: (1) adolescents' self-report on their own peer group identification (24 studies), (2)
investigators' classifying of adolescents into peer groups based on use of ethnographic methods —
unstructured interviews and participant or naturalistic observation (eight studies) , and (3) peer ratings of
adolescents into groups according to the perceived ‘social types’ prevalent at their schools (seven
studies).

Five other studies were rated differently. One study only investigated perceptions of group types, not
dividing subjects into groups (Ashmore et al., 2002). Four studies used statistical methods to divide other-
report or self-report measures of aggression, social network ratings of peers one desires to spend time
with, or social involvement to create groups (Dubow & Cappas, 1988; Farmer et al., 2003; Franzoi et al.,
1994; Tolone & Tieman, 1990).

2.4. Creating general group name categories across studies

After locating all peer-reviewed data-based group identification studies, we organized them by placing
their groups into a general group name framework. To create this framework we relied on two sources of
information. First, we examined the results of two scaling studies that placed perceptions of group types
into two-dimensional space. A social map was created by Stone and Brown (1999) derived from a
multidimensional scaling of perceptions of general group types on peer status versus academic
engagement, among a sample of approximately 2000 students grades 6–12 who did the ratings. Ashmore
et al. (in press) used cluster analysis to scaled perceptions of specific college student group types on social
involvement versus academic involvement. The specific groups clustered to reveal general categories that
aligned at different locations on these dimensions. Their results replicated the ones obtained by Stone and
Brown (1999).

Based on this previous group name perception work, we conjectured that youth could be grouped
into one of 5 general categories: Elites, Athletes, Deviants, Academics, and Others. Elites are high in
peer status and social involvement, and somewhat involved in academics. Athletes are high in peer
status and social involvement but only slightly involved in academics. Deviants are in the middle on
peer status and social involvement and rebel against school (very low academic involvement).
Academics are high in academic involvement, in the middle on peer status, and relatively low on
social involvement. Finally, Others tend to be relatively low in peer status, social involvement, and
academic involvement.

Second, we engaged in a rating task. The specific group names used to compose general group names
were extracted from each study. These names were placed on index cards. If two names were nearly
identical (e.g., “Socies”, “Socials”, “High society”) these names were placed on the same card. A total of
119 cards were created. Next, 4 raters (2 males and 2 females, 22 to 30 years old) independently were
requested to place the 119 cards into the 5 categories created by the authors. The 5 general categories were
defined by use of one sentence descriptions, each. Percent agreement of the placement of the cards into
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Table 2
Peer group differentiation according to methods and measures

Study Method Results Subjects

Ashmore et al. (2002) Other-peer ratings of groups (only
perceptions of group types)

Group types devoted to sexual and social
pursuits (e.g., Frat boys) were more likely to
use alcohol than those more involved with
academic pursuits (e.g., Brains)

300 university students (mean age=19.2)
from 1 school, NE, 56% F, 45% W, 10% B,
10% H, 30% A, 5% O

Barber et al. (2001) Self-identification Jocks and Criminals reported more drinking
than other groups; Criminals used marijuana
most often; Brains were most likely to have
graduated by 24 years old; Basket cases and
Criminals reported the lowest self-esteem

900 Michigan Study of Adolescent Life
Transitions participants (assessed at 10th,
12th grades and 2, and 6 years after high
school), from 10 school districts, MW, F
NR, mostly W

Brown and Lohr
(1987)

Other-peer ratings of group types,
friends in groups, and self-identification

Envious and Distorters showed significantly
less self-esteem when compared to Jocks and
Populars

327 7th–12th graders from 1 JHS and 1
RHS, MW, 48% F, 98% W

Brown et al. (1993) Other-peers selected by school staff;
Other-peer ratings of group types, and
peers into groups

Good parenting practices, academic
achievement, and self-reliance positively
associated with Jocks, Populars, and Brains
and negatively associated with Druggies;
Druggies positively related with controlled
substance use

3781 9th–12th graders, 3 MW and 3 We
RHS, 52%F, 61%W, 12%B, 13%H, 12%A

Clasen and Brown
(1985)

Other-peers selected by school staff;
Other-peer ratings of group types, and
peers into groups

Druggies/Toughs greater peer pressure towards
misconduct (e.g., drug and alcohol use); Jocks
greater peer pressure towards school
involvement; Loners greater peer pressure
towards school involvement in rural areas but
lower than Jocks in urban areas

689 7th–12th graders from 2 middle
schools and 2 RHS, 2 MW communities,
half rural and half urban, 50% F, 95% W

Cohen (1979) Self-identification Fun Group athletic, engaged in extracurricular
activities, popular; Academic group
academically oriented; Delinquent group
rejects studies and dates, smokes and drinks;
Nobodies as “almost faceless student who
never speaks up”

1038 9th–12th graders from 1 RHS, MW,
51% F, 100% W
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Table 2 (continued)

Study Method Results Subjects

Demuth (2004) Self-identification Loners less delinquent than Non-loners; Loners
less likely to go on dates, to parties, or to other
social activities than Non-loners; Loners'
friends more approving of delinquency than
Non-loners' friends

1237 13- to 19-year-old participants of
National Youth Survey, 46% F, 79% W

Dolcini and Adler
(1994)

Other-peers selected by school staff;
Other-peer ratings of group types, and
peers into groups

Elites more athletic than Smarts or Outsiders;
Smarts more academically competent than
Outsiders; Popular Blacks (mostly female)
resembled Elites and showed higher perceived
social competence than Smarts, Floaters, and
Outsiders; no differences among groups on
physical appearance, behavioral conduct, or
global self-worth; Elites and then Popular Blacks
most likely to smoke (cigarettes), drink, use
marijuana, and report sexual intercourse

183 8th graders from 1 middle school, We,
52% F, 20% W, 24% B, 19% H, 20% A,
17% O

Downs and Rose
(1991)

Self-identification Brains/Smart Ones intellectual and adverse to
alcohol and drug use; Jocks/Socies value self-
image as reflected in personal appearance,
clothes, popularity, athletic skills, good grades,
and going to college; Average/Normals
moderately involved in school activities, more
inclined to use alcohol and drugs than Brains
and Jocks; Druggies/Losers/Heads/Rejects
least involved in school activities and low
position in the status hierarchy; and highest use
of alcohol and drugs

Treatment sample: 127 13- to 17-year olds
from 1 hospital-based program, MW, 49.4%
F, 96% W; Comparison sample: 114 13- to
17-year olds telephone-selected, MW, 46%
F, 99% W (samples combined for analysis)

Dubow and Cappas
(1987)

Teacher ratings of students; Other-peer
ratings of peers into groups

Teacher ratings: Rejected fewest friends, lowest
GPAs, and most problem behavior; Popular and
Controversial best adjusted to school; Peer
reports: Rejected and Neglected least competent,
Popular and Controversial most competent;
Rejected and Controversial behavior problems
compared to Popular and Neglected; Self-ratings
of friends and self-esteem: Rejected reported
fewest friends but no difference in self-esteem

238 3rd–5th graders from 4 elementary
schools, MW; 140 students urban, 50% F,
51% W, 49% B; 98 students rural, 60% F,
99% W, 1% B
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Durbin et al. (1993) Other-peers selected by school staff;
Other-peer ratings of group types, and
peers into groups, and self-identification

Adolescents with highest GPAs and from
authoritative parenting style families in well-
rounded peer groups (i.e., the Jock, Brain,
Popular, and Average); Nonsocials (i.e., Loners
and Nerds) also highest GPAs; boys from
“indulgent” families oriented toward Partier
group; girls from uninvolved families
overrepresented in the Druggies and Partier
groups; Druggies and Partiers most likely to
use drugs

3407 9th–12th graders from 9 RHS, MW
and We, 53% F, 100% W

Eckert (1983) Ethnography (interviews and participant
observation)

Jocks more positive roles at school, more likely
to be from higher SES background, and less
likely to smoke (cigarettes); Burnouts less likely
to participate at school, more likely to smoke, and
more likely to be from lower SES background

200 high school students from 1 RHS, MW,
50% F, mostly W

Eder (1985) Ethnography (interviews and observation) Elite group most visible; cheerleaders became
popular at first but later became increasingly
disliked for being snobs and stuck-up (cycle of
popularity)

750 6th, 7th, and 8th graders from 1 middle
school, MW; mostly F and W in groups
observed

Eicher et al. (1991) Ethnography (interviews and participant
observation)

Jocks wore letter jackets, jerseys, nice jeans,
gym shoes; Nerds wore out-of-style clothes,
unkempt hair; Punks and Freaks partly shaved,
spiked-up hair, wore black leather items;
Preppies wore nice, expensive clothes;
Average/Regulars dressed casually

10th graders from 1 RHS (11 students
interviewed), MW, F and ethnicity NR

Farmer et al. (2002) School staff-rated, and youth generated
social networks

Aggressive groups, and Isolates, most likely to
dropout from school; Popular groups (among
males only), and Zero-popular groups also
relatively likely to dropout

475 7th graders, 3 SE communities, 52% F;
70% W, % O NR

Fishkin et al. (1993) Perception of group types, and self-
identification

High risk youth were perceived by their peers
(contrary to their own group perception) to be
less engaged in low risk school and non-school
activities, more engaged in drug use, and less
likely to find good jobs later

340 7th graders from 3 JHS and 615 10th
graders from 2 RHS, We, 49% F, 58% W,
27% H, 5% B, 5% A, 15% O

(continued on next page)
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Table 2 (continued)

Study Method Results Subjects

Fordham and Ogbu
(1986)

Ethnography (interviews) Underachievers avoid being accused of “acting
white”, to be a Kin/Regular Black; successful
students use methods to cope with being
accused of “acting white”; “Brainiacs” are
those that sell out to white society; “Pervert-
brainiacs” totally sell out and questionable in
their sexuality

33 11th graders from1RHS,NE, 50%F, 99%
B at school

Franzoi et al. (1994) Other-peer ratings (up to 10 other
students most and least desire to spend
time with)

Popular and Controversial most attractive,
highest grades, greatest social participation and
athletic achievements; Average less attractive
and less social participation, fewer social honors;
Neglected/Rejected, compared to Average, dated
less, least popular and athletic, most lonely

408 9th–12th graders assessed in 2
consecutive years at 1 RHS, MW, 49% F,
mostly W

Gotlieb (1975) Other-peer rating (14 raters) Elites worry about school performance, plans
after graduation, fear of disappointing parents;
Isolates worry about relations with peers,
family members, girls, and lack of motivation/
passivity; Deviants perceive needing to
understand themselves better and deal with
their drug use; Outsiders most likely to work
and worry about work

20 12th graders (5 from each group) from 1
RHS, MW, ethnicity NR

Heaven et al. (2005) Self-identification Rebels most likely to provide depressive
explanations for events, least likely to experience
authoritative (democratic) parenting; Studious
group on other extreme, but not different from
groups other than rebels

893 12-year olds from 6 Catholic HS in
New South Wales, Australia, 49% F, %W
NR

Kinney (1993) Ethnography (interviews and
observation)

Nerds (unpopular, studious, low social skill)
felt like “outsiders” or “social outcasts” back
in middle school, avoided by Popular groups
(e.g., Trendies); Nerds experienced
transition to high school positively (gained
self-esteem), opportunity for membership
in greater variety of groups, less pressure to
appear popular, and popular groups

81 9–12th graders from 1 RHS, MW, F NR
(both M and F interviewed), mostly W
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look down at other groups too
(e.g., punk rockers)

Kipke, Montgomery,
et al. (1997)

Self-identification Punks and Gay/Bisexual groups most likely to
report substance abuse disorders (Gay/Bisexual
for alcohol, not other drugs); Punks most likely
to have unprotected sex and share needles; Gay/
Bisexuals and hustlers most likely to engage in
survival sex; Hustlers most likely to be tested
for HIV; Students/Athletes lowest risk for an
alcohol use disorder

303 13- to 23-year olds (73% 18 or older),
We, homeless or at imminent risk of
homelessness, 34% F, 54% W, 14% H,
19% B, 13% O

Kipke, Unger, et al.
(1997)

Self-identification Punks/Skinheads and Druggies out on the street
longest time; Punks/Skinheads most likely to
have used services at drop in centers and rely on
panhandling for subsistence; Hustlers most likely
to rely on prostitution for subsistence; Gang
members most likely to use shelter services, rely
on drug dealing or stealing for subsistence, and
on the street for shortest time

752 12- to 23-year olds, street youths (50%
19 or older), We, 29% F, 52% W, 15% H,
19% B, 2% A, 11% O

La Greca and
Harrison (2005)

Self-identification High status groups (Populars, Jocks) less social
anxiety and depression than Others; affiliation
with low-status groups (Burnouts, Alternatives)
not related to social anxiety or depression; any
group identification less anxious

421 10th–12th graders from 1 RHS, SE,
57% F, 17% W, 67% H, 9% B, 6% O

La Greca et al. (2001) Self-identification Burnouts and Nonconformists, and friends,
greatest drug (smoking, alcohol, marijuana,
other drugs) and # sex partners, relatively low
social acceptance; Brains, least health-risk
activities (low social acceptance); Jocks and
Populars, and friends, high social acceptance,
lower substance use, but Populars higher on
alcohol use, Jocks marginally higher on
casual sex

250 10th–12th graders that had been
tracked from 3 elementary schools, SE,
60% F, 46% W, 37% H, 13% B, 4% A

Matute-Bianchi
(1986)

Ethnography (interviews and
observation)

Successful Japanese-descent students more
knowledge about adult opportunities and relation
of school to post-secondary experiences than

35 Mexican-descent and 14 Japanese-
descent students from 1 RHS (school: %F
NR, 33% W, 57% H, 9% A, 1% B), We

(continued on next page)
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Table 2 (continued)

Study Method Results Subjects

successful Mexican-descent students; Chicanos
and Cholos more gang-oriented, and more likely
to be enrolled in alternative programs designed
for unsuccessful students

Michell (1997) Ethnography (focus groups and
interviews)

Top boys/girls popular, in fashion; Top girls
smoked, drank, used hashish more than Top
boys, liked boys a lot; Top boys liked sports;
Middle group studious and future-oriented, not
smoke or peer pressure to smoke; Bottom low-
status pupils bad grades, truancy, peer pressure
to smoke; Bottom trouble-makers hated school,
into fights, smoking, drinking, marijuana use,
other drug use; Loners not smoke

36 11-year olds, and 40 13-year olds,
primary and secondary school in West
Scotland, %F and ethnicity NR

Miller et al. (2003) Self-identification Male and female Jocks scored in sports
participation but also higher than Non-jocks on
level of drinking; Male Jocks reported higher
frequency of alcohol-related social problems
compared to male Non-jocks

699 households, 13- to 16-year olds, NE,
48% F; 70% W/O, 30% B

Miller et al. (2005) Self-identification Male Jocks frequent dating, earlier sexual
debut, more frequent past-year and lifetime
sexual activity, higher lifetime total # sex
partners compared to Non-jocks; Jocks greater
past year hours athletic activity

600 households, 12- to 17-year olds, NE,
54% F; mostly B and W

Mosbach and
Leventhal (1988)

Self-identification Dirts highest in risk taking preference, most
likely to smoke, drink coffee, drink alcohol and
date; Hot-shots more likely to smoke and drink
hard liquor than Jocks and Regulars; Regulars
highest in self-esteem

353 7th–8th graders from 1 JHS, MW, 46%
F, ethnicity NR

Pascoe (2003) Ethnography (interviews and
observation)

Jocks at highest ranked position in social order;
male Jocks distinct (female Jocks dispersed
through multiple groups); Jocks associated
with dominant masculinity; athleticism is

20 15- to 18-year olds from 2 RHS, We, 0%
F for the study, ethnicity NR
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treated as “insurance” for masculinity and
Jock membership; those who reject the Jock
dominant hierarchy exhibit “counterculture”
identity (e.g., Freaks).

Poveda and Crim
(1975)

Other-peers selected by school staff;
Other-peer ratings of group types, and
peers into groups

High society girls more likely to participate
in school activities than Party girls; High
society girls further divided into Pep crews and
Snobs; Pep crews represent ‘athletic spirit’;
Snobs are fashion setters and less actively
involved in school compared to Pep crews;
Party girls likely to smoke, drink, cruise,
engage in sex and use drugs; Extreme Party
girls called ‘Dopers’

400 12th graders from 1 RHS, We, 100% F
for the study, W majority.

Prinstein and La
Greca (2002)

Self-identification Populars/Jocks highest physical appearance,
social acceptance, athletic ability, romantic
appeal, global self-worth, and least depressed
affect, social anxiety, and loneliness;
Brains highest scholastic competence, but
only Brains showed a decrease in self-esteem
and increase in loneliness over time
(not extreme rating at either time point, as
Deviants were the lowest in self-esteem at both
time-points); None/average more romantic
appeal than Brains; Burnouts lowest levels
of competence in behavioral conduct, most
depressed affect

246 10th–12th graders (across 25 RHS, as a
6-year follow-up cohort from 3 elementary
schools), SE, 60% F, 46 W, 37% H, 13% B,
5%A

Riester and Zucker
(1968)

Self-identification Identification with either Collegiates or
Leathers associated with high drinking; parent
use of alcohol significantly associated with teen
drinking; drinking reported more in group
setting than while alone; Intellectuals highest
grade and least likely to drink

143 11th and 12th graders from 1 high
school, NE, 50% F, ethnicity NR

Sussman et al. (1990) Self-identification Dirts and then Skaters most likely to smoke
cigarettes; Dirts and Skaters most likely to use
smokeless tobacco, and lower grades than Hot-
shots and Jocks; Dirts highest in risk taking,

340 7th graders from 3 JHS and 615 10th
graders from 2 RHS, We, 49% F, 58% W,
42% mostly H

(continued on next page)
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Table 2 (continued)

Study Method Results Subjects

most likely to try alcohol, marijuana, and hard
drugs, least involved in sports, lowest in self-
esteem; Hot-shots least likely to smoke; Jocks
most involved in team sports

Sussman et al. (1993) Self-identification High risk youth most likely to be weekly
cigarette smokers, sibling and best friend
smokers, stick to group even if meant trouble,
lie to protect friends, get revenge or party as
coping strategies; High risk youth least likely to
be in sports, feel that school reputation is
important, though not differ in self-esteem from
other groups; non-smoking High risk youth
unlikely to have close friend smoker and likely
to place importance on health as value

1245 9th–12th graders from 12 RHS, We,
48% F, 59% W, 21% H, 20% O

Sussman et al. (1994) Self-identification Group self-identification (High risk youth
group status) in 7th grade predicted smoking in
8th grade (but not the converse); compared
with 7 other psychosocial predictors, group
self-identification as good a predictor (not a
mere proxy); High risk youth highest group
stability over time.

3750 7th graders from 20 JHS, We, 50% F,
60% W, 27% H, 7% B, 6% A/O

Sussman et al. (1999) Self-identification Group self-identification significant predictor of
cigarette smoking, alcohol use, marijuana use,
and # types illegal drugs used across samples;
comparable to demographics and 6 psychosocial
variables, not a mere proxy of other variables
across samples; High risk youth more likely to
use on drug measures compared to Jocks,
Regulars, Others, and Hot-shots; street youth 3
groups with Regulars/Jocks/Hot-shots merged

3061 9th graders from 34 RHS, 803 14- to
19-year olds from 21 CHS, 425 13- to 23-
year old street youth; We; 50% 38%, and
34% F; 49%, 39%, and 51% W; 29%, 41%,
and 15% H; 22%, 20%, and 34% B/A/O

Sussman et al. (2000) Self-identification Group self-identification 1-year prospective
predictor of violence perpetration, victimization,
fear of victimization, weapons carrying, and
cigarette, alcohol, marijuana, hard drug use, drug

681 14- to 19-year olds from 21 CHS, We,
45%F, 36% W, 48% H, 8% B, 8% A/O

16
S.

Sussm
an

et
al.

/
A
ddictive

B
ehaviors

xx
(2006)

xxx–xxx

A
R
T
IC
LE

IN
P
R
E
S
S

P
lease

cite
this

article
as:

S
ussm

an,
S
.
et

al.
A
dolescent

peer
group

identification
and

characteristics:
A

review
of

the
literature.

A
ddictive

B
ehaviors

(2006),
doi:10.1016/j.addbeh.2006.11.018

http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.addbeh.2006.11.018


use intent, drug abuse, and hangout and anger
coping;High risk youth highest on thesemeasures
compared to Hot-shots, Others, and Regulars

Sussman, Unger and
Dent (2003)

Self-identification Five years later, baseline-identified High risk
youth most likely to use hard drugs, suffer drug
use consequences, perpetrate violence, become
victimized, and least likely to graduate from
high school and find stable employment
(compared to baseline Regulars, Hot-shots, and
Others); Others and High risk youth most likely
to use alcohol and marijuana, receive financial
aid, and be involved in drug-related driving;
Regulars and High risk youth most likely to be
parents

532 19- to 24-year olds previously from 21
CHS, We, 43% F, 31% W, 50% H, 6% B,
5% A, 9% O

Thurlow (2001) Self-identification Most peer groups similar to those in U.S. (e.g.,
Populars, Brains, Trouble-makers, Hard
people/Toughs, Others/normals) whereas two
notable groups, Jocks and Burnouts, not self-
identified in this British sample (4% were in
sports groups)

462 14-year olds from 6 high schools in
England and Wales, 48% F, 74% W, 26% O

Tolone and Tieman
(1990)

Statistical method (1st and 4th quartiles
of self-reported Social Involvement
Index used to identify groups)

Socials more likely to engage in alcohol and
drug use, truancy, delinquency and violence,
but also more involved in creative writing
and more happy and satisfied with life, than
Loners; Loners more likely to engage in
conventional activities such as reading
and listening to music

10,862 12th graders from randomly selected
schools across the US., 46% F, 100% W

Urberg (1992) Self-identification Burnouts likely to smoke weekly most,
followed by Averages and Jocks/Preps;
Burnouts lower in conformity to peers than
either Jock/Prep or the Average groups;
best friends major source of influence
on smoking compared to group

324 11 graders, MW, 51% F, 96% W

Urberg et al. (2000) Other-peer ratings of students into
groups and group self-identification

Concordance (overall 66%) between self-
identified and peer-identified groups was

489 7th, 9th, and 11th graders, MW, 50% F,
92% W

(continued on next page)
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Table 2 (continued)

Study Method Results Subjects

greater for Alternatives (100%) and Burnouts
(64%) than Jocks (56%), Preps (53%), Average
(53%), Whiggers (33%), Brains (14%), and
Nerds (2%; n=5); Brains highest GPAs, lowest
delinquency and drug use (self- and other-
rated); Whiggers, Burnouts, and Alternatives
most delinquency, cigarette, alcohol, marijuana
use and lowest grades (self- and other-rated);
Preps, Jocks, and Average between extremes
on all measures; Nerds like Brains on drug use
but grades like Preps, Jocks, and Average

Notes: JHS= junior high school; RHS=regular high school; CHS=continuation high school; MW=Midwest; SE=Southeast; NE=Northeast; We=West;
F= females; W=White; B=Blacks/African Americans; H=Hispanic; A=Asian/Pacific Islanders; O=Other; NR=not reported.
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groups by each rater with the arrangement of the names in Table 1 (the standard, created by the authors)
was calculated. Percent agreement varied from 81% to 90% (mean across raters=85.0%).

3. Results

3.1. Group names used in the study dataset and their general lifestyle characteristics

3.1.1. The Elites
The Elites category was recognized across studies as being a high status group (i.e., in the 34 studies that

delineated this category). An elite-type group was the leading group at school and comprised of members
who generally were successful in academic and extracurricular activities, held a high opinion of themselves,
and were high in both other-perceived and self-perceived social competence. The 10 studies that failed to
delineate Elites included sevenwhich subsumed Elites under anAthlete label (Downs&Rose, 1991; Eckert,
1983; Fordham & Ogbu, 1986; Kipke, Montgomery et al., 1997; Kipke, Unger et al., 1997; Riester &
Zucker, 1968; Urberg, 1992), and three studies that did not attempt to study Elites per se (they compared
Athletes to Non-athletes, or Loners to Non-loners (Demuth, 2004; Miller et al., 2003, 2005)).

3.1.2. The Athletes
Athlete group status was associated with being popular (as well as athletic) like the Elite category (in all

33 studies that this group was mentioned); in fact, seven studies used an Athlete group name to refer to the
popular group at school, as was just described in the Elites subsection. Athletes were not represented in 11
studies. Among these, five studies referred to Elite youth as also being the athletes in the school (Cohen,
1979; Dolcini & Adler, 1994; Gotlieb, 1975; La Greca & Harrison, 2005; Michell, 1997). (Thus, 12
studies either subsumed Elites within the Athletes category, or subsumed Athletes within the Elites
category.) Also, five studies focused on comparisons that would tend to subsume Athletes as part of a
larger group (Loners versus Non-loners (Demuth, 2004; Tolone & Tieman, 1990); Rejected versus Non-
rejected (Dubow & Cappas, 1988; Franzoi et al., 1994); Aggressive versus Non-aggressive (Farmer et al.,
2003)). Finally, in one study of Mexican and Asian immigrants (Matute-Bianchi, 1986) no Athletes were
described at the study high school.

3.1.3. The Academics
Clark (1962) described “Academics” as a peer group more devoted to academic studies and academic-

related extracurricular activities than to any other activities. They have been found to bemost likely to have
graduated from college by 24 years old (Barber, Eccles, & Stone, 2001). A total of 17 studies failed to
delineate academics among the groups. Of these studies, four subsumed Academics under the Elites
category (Mosbach & Leventhal, 1988; Pascoe, 2003; Poveda & Crim, 1975; Sussman et al., 1999), one
study subsumed Academics under the Others category (La Greca & Harrison, 2005), one only delineated
two groups in the school and Academics and Elites were subsumed under an athletes category (Eckert,
1983), five focused on types of a priori group comparisons which would tend to groupAcademics together
with other groups (e.g., Demuth, 2004; Miller et al., 2003, 2005; Sussman et al., 1993; Tolone & Tieman,
1990), and six focused on single characteristics of groups and failed to identify Academics as a separate
group (clothing styles (Eicher, Baizerman & Michelman, 1991), aggression (Farmer et al., 2003),
stereotyping or popularity (Eder, 1985; Fishkin et al., 1993; Franzoi et al., 1994), masculinity and
popularity (Pascoe, 2003)).
Please cite this article as: Sussman, S. et al. Adolescent peer group identification and characteristics: A review of the literature. Addictive
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3.1.4. The Deviants
As opposed to the Elites, Athletes, and Academics, the Deviants cared least about schoolwork, school

extracurricular activities, or future careers. They neither excelled academically nor athletically. What
primarily defined the Deviants was their proneness to use tobacco, alcohol and drugs, and engage in other
risky behaviors such as involvement in violence. Deviants were described as a separate group in 37
studies. Of the seven studies that did not delineate deviants, five focused on types of a priori group
comparisons which would tend to group Deviants together with other groups (Demuth, 2004; Eder, 1985;
Fordham & Ogbu, 1986; Miller et al., 2003, 2005), and two studies grouped Deviants in with the Elites
(Dolcini & Adler, 1994; Tolone & Tieman, 1990).

3.1.5. Others
The Others category is composed of adolescent peer group names that could not be classified into any

of the four other general categories. Most of these peer groups were not very distinct (e.g., 7th graders, or
“Whites”) and their members did not adhere to any clearly defined set of adolescent norms. Across
studies, others also were variously termed as “Normals” (e.g., Brown & Lohr, 1987; Brown, Mounts,
Lamborn, & Steinberg, 1993; Clasen & Brown, 1985; Downs & Rose, 1991), “Regulars” (e.g., Fordham
& Ogbu, 1986; Mosbach & Leventhal, 1988; Sussman et al., 1990; Sussman et al., 2000), “Averages”
(e.g., Brown et al., 1993; Downs & Rose, 1991; Franzoi et al., 1994; Prinstein & La Greca, 2002; Poveda
& Crim, 1975; Urberg, Degirmencioglu, Tolson, & Halliday-Scher, 2000), “Nobodies” (Brown & Lohr,
1987; Clark, 1962; Cohen, 1979), “Outsiders/Loners/Nerds/Outcasts” (Gotlieb, 1975), and “Floaters”
(“float” from one group to another (Dolcini & Adler, 1994)). Adolescents similar to this type seem to have
made up Larkin's “Silent Majorities” (Larkin, 1979). From among the 44 studies in the dataset, only three
failed to identify Others groups. These delineated only two or three general groups to describe the whole
sample (Eckert, 1983; Kipke, Montgomery et al., 1997; Kipke, Unger et al., 1997).

3.2. Group names, personality, parenting, and problem-prone behavior characteristics

Table 2 provides concise summaries of the results of each paper. Some studies provided personality
descriptions. The most widely studied was self-esteem. Nine studies addressed self-esteem. Differences
failed to be found across groups on self-esteem in four of these studies (except that Others were found to
be higher on self-esteem than the other groups in one study (Mosbach & Leventhal, 1988)), the Deviants
were described as lowest in self-esteem in three studies, and the Others were described as lowest in self-
esteem in two studies.

Life satisfaction was a personality-type variable that was described in five studies, favoring Elites (two
studies), Athletes (one study), Academics (one study), and Others (one study). No study described
Deviants as high in life satisfaction. Other personality or affective descriptors (self-reliance, self-control,
and depression/anxiety) were described in three or fewer studies, and are not discussed here. In general,
we could not rank groups well on the basis of the available personality findings. The most consistent set of
findings across personality data portrayed the Deviants least favorably among groups.

Parenting characteristics were examined in six studies, Elites, Athletes, Academics, and Others were
ascribed good (Authoritative; i.e., high parental acceptance and control) parenting in two, one, two, and
one study, respectively. The Deviants were never ascribed good parenting.

Finally, problem-prone behavior characteristics were studied. A total of 14 studies investigated ci-
garette smoking. Of these, the Deviants were the group most likely to smoke in 13 studies, Elites were
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very likely to smoke in two of these studies along with Deviants, and Others were very likely to smoke in
one of these studies along with Deviants. Elites were the group most likely to smoke in one study (in
which a Deviant group was not identified (Dolcini & Adler, 1994)).

A total of 18 studies investigated alcohol use. Of these, the Deviants were the group most likely to drink
in 15 studies, Elites were very likely to drink in four of these studies along with Deviants, Athletes were
very likely to drink in one of these studies along with Deviants, and Others were very likely to drink in one
of these studies along with Deviants. Elites were the group most likely to drink alcohol in two studies
(Dolcini & Adler, 1994; Tolone & Tieman, 1990). In addition, one study found that Athletes were more
likely to drink than Non-athletes (Miller et al., 2003). In all three of these latter studies, no separate Deviant
group was delineated.

A total of nine studies investigated marijuana use. Of these, the Deviants were the group most likely to
use marijuana in eight studies, Elites were very likely to use marijuana in one of these studies along with
Deviants, and Others were very likely to use marijuana in one of these studies along with Deviants. Elites
were the group most likely to use marijuana in the Dolcini and Adler (1994) study only.

A total of 13 studies investigated other illicit drug use. Of these, the Deviants were the group most
likely to use other illicit drugs in all 13 studies, and Others were very likely to use other illicit drugs in one
of these studies along with Deviants.

A total of 10 studies investigated teen dating/participation in sexual behavior. Of these, the Deviants
were the group most likely to participate in teen sex in seven studies, Elites were very likely to participate
in teen sex in two of these studies along with Deviants, Athletes were very likely to participate in teen sex
in one of these studies along with Deviants, and Others were very likely to participate in teen sex in one of
these studies along with Deviants. In three studies, in which Loners were compared to Non-loners
(Demuth, 2004), Athletes were compared to non-Athletes (Miller et al., 2005), and Elites were compared
with Academics and Others (Dolcini & Adler, 1994), Non-loners, Athletes, and Elites were most likely to
participate in teen sex. There was no Deviant group identified in these three studies.

Finally, a total of seven studies examined involvement in violent situations (e.g., anger, fights,
victimization, or stealing property). Of these, Deviants were the group most likely to participate in violent
situations in six of these studies, and Others were very likely to participate in violence in one of these
studies along with Deviants. In one study, in which “Socials” were compared with “Loners and Nerds”
(Tolone & Tieman, 1990), Elites were more likely to participate in violence. No Deviant group was
identified in that study. Other problem behaviors (i.e., drinking coffee, cruising) were reported in one
study each. In both of these, Deviants were most likely to participate in the problem behavior.

4. Discussion

Moderately high agreement regarding placement of specific names into the general categories – the
Elites, Athletes, Academics, Deviants, and Others – was achieved. In addition, these groups generally
demonstrated the lifestyle characteristics that they depict. The Deviants perhaps were the most distinct
among the groups. Self-identification as part of a Deviant group showed the greatest stability over time
(Sussman et al., 1994), and self-other ratings of group identification were highest in concordance for
Deviants (Urberg et al., 2000). Deviants were identified in 37 of the studies including all three studies
conducted outside the U.S. Deviants were the least satisfied with life and received the worst parenting.
They also were the most likely to smoke cigarettes, drink alcohol, use marijuana, use other illicit drugs,
participate in dating/teen sex, and engage in violent situations.
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Partial exceptions to these results are regarding alcohol use and participation in sex. On these problem
behaviors, the Elites were represented as relatively high in approximately 33% of the studies. While a much
lower percentage than theDeviants, whowere relatively high in alcohol use and sexual behavior in at least 70%
of the studies, and several of these studies involved Elites with no Deviant group identified, there was some
consensus that Elites were relatively likely after the Deviants, to participate in these behaviors. These results
may suggest that alcohol use and dating (sex) are associated with festive social interactions and popularity
among teens and emerging adults, as well as representing a problem behavior. Conversely, cigarette smoking,
marijuana use, other drug use, and violence participation may represent primarily problem behaviors.

Knowing which adolescent peer groups are most likely to engage in problem-prone behavior can help
better target preventive efforts. As Gotlieb (1975) suggested, one way of looking at adolescent peer group
identification is as a means by which adolescents form natural support systems without adult support or
supervision. Interventions directed on peer groups as support systems are likely to be effective against
propagation of unhealthy behaviors. Possibly, intervention programs focused on reducing substance use
(preventing abuse) can effectively target undesirable psychosocial characteristics normative within Deviant
peer groups (e.g., see theMotivation–Skills–DecisionMaking (MSD)model (e.g., see Sussman, Earleywine
et al., 2004)). To the extent that peer group identification reflects a person perception phenomenon, one may
also focus on self- and social image counteraction, to make a prosocial teen image be perceived as a more
desirable type to currently self-identified Deviants. Certainly, much more research is needed to be able to
more fully understand the implications of prevention programming as a function of peer group identification.

4.1. Limitations, future directions, and conclusions

There are several limitations of the peer group identification literature. Raters were not in complete
agreement when placing specific groups into general categories. Some variation existed in what general
types of groups one placed specific groups into, suggesting that specific groups may be viewed in
different ways by different people. In addition, specific group names do change over time (e.g., the
deviant group “greasers” no longer exists). Even though the same general groups exist over 40 years of
studies, the variations that do exist may indicate aspects of the group identification process that cannot be
learned by resorting to a finite list of general categories.

In particular, one problem is the tendency to define specific groups and then refer to an “Other”
general group. Groups such as “Regulars/Averages” and “Floaters” reveal rather different if not
contradictory characteristics across studies. Means to better understand youth that currently are labeled
as Others is needed. In particular, this general group label really appears to us to reflect a collection of
groups and future research might profitably disaggregate its constituents into meaningful and separate
types.

A second more general problem is regarding how to best measure peer group identification. While
participant observation is subject to observer bias, self- and peer ratings of peer group identification have their
own methodological biases. As Urberg et al. [30] pointed out self-report is potentially biased because some
adolescents are likely to have unrealistic perceptions about themselves. On the other hand, a peer-report
method is potentially biased because peer raters may not be familiar with all of the various groups prevalent at
school, their norms, and their members. Interestingly, though, Urberg et al. [30] found a high degree of
association between self-identified and peer-identified groups (66%), with greater concordance for females
and older adolescents. For the time being we assert that multiple measures are likely to provide a better
understanding of this construct than are single measures (e.g., see Campbell & Fiske, 1959).
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In addition, researchers might assess youth's identification with multiple groups rather than the one group
withwhich onemost closely identifies. Among the 44 studies, onlyKipke and colleagues permitted subjects to
identify multiple groups (Kipke,Montgomery et al., 1997; Kipke, Unger et al., 1997). It is possible that youth
naturally identify with many groups in different life domains (e.g., school, home, or clubs). To the extent that
group identification is context dependent, one indeed could identify with multiple groups. Comparison of
assessment techniques is needed for a better understanding of the parameters of group identification.

A third limitation is regarding what has really been learned about this concept over the last 40 years of
research. One may argue that these groups are well-known and that all this research was not needed.
Researchers simply do not yet know how this concept operates or how it might be important in youth
development. Certainly, some work has indicated that one's group identification predicts one's lifestyle
5 years later (Sussman, Unger et al., 2004). Still, it remains unknown to what extent it operates as a social
perception variable versus a group-level phenomenon, what mediates the relation between group
identification and problem behaviors, or what impact on the lifespan this concept might serve. Much more
progress is needed in the field than is represented by the current work (Tables 1 and 2).

Future research is needed to strengthen the generalizability of the construct. Except for Michell (1997)
and Thurlow (2001) whose studies were completed in Great Britain, and Heaven et al. (2005), whose
study was completed in Australia, all studies considered in the present review were carried out in the
United States. Michell (1997) did not identify discrete peer group names as used by adolescents but
classified the adolescent subjects into “Top group”, “Middle Group”, and “Bottom Group” according to
the investigator's observations. Heaven et al. (2005), and Thurlow (2001), on the other hand, found that
most names used for the core groups in their samples resembled group names frequently identified in the
U.S. literature, such as “Populars,” “Brains,” and “Toughs” (known as “Hard People” and “Bad People” in
the British sample). Since peer group names are often used in media representing adolescent popular
culture, and given its global reach, it would not be surprising to find the peer group names used in the U.S.
spreading to other cultures.

Future research also should delve more into emerging adult peer group identification. Apart from
Ashmore et al. (2002) who looked into adolescent peer group perceptions among undergraduates and
three studies (Kipke, Montgomery et al., 1997; Kipke, Unger et al., 1997; Sussman et al., 1999) that
looked into runaway/homeless youth ranging in age from 12 to 23, all the other studies were centered on
adolescents. Due to this limitation present studies are likely to have failed to find out peer group names
and characteristics exclusive to older youth. Emerging adults in college or elsewhere may exhibit different
peer group identification patterns than younger, middle and high school students, though research
is lacking.

Another future measurement direction is worth noting. Adolescents are perceived to segregate into
different delineated groups, adolescents identify themselves as members of delineable groups, and
teens do show a tendency to segregate into various peer groups and shape their life styles accordingly.
Certainly, use of social network analysis may be important to discriminate between the perceptions
youth have of groups or their own group membership versus actual group interactions, which may
reflect different phenomena. For example, in a recent study of middle school youth at 16 schools in
southern California, social network analysis indicated that the popular students were relatively likely
to smoke (Valente, Unger, & Johnson, 2005). This result would appear contrary to group identification
studies that indicate that Deviant youth, generally not considered popular, are relatively likely to
smoke. Clearly, both group identification and social network data should be collected and compared to
better discern how it is that group identification operates as a phenomenon. It is possible that those
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youth that are considered popular by Valente et al. (2005) are also those that consider themselves
Deviant through a process of self-identification. We do not know this unless both types of measures
are used.

In conclusion, the 44 studies included in the present review indicate that peer group identification is a
phenomenon that has existed in the research literature for at least four decades. Five peer group categories
emerged across studies. Although specific names of the groups within each of these categories might have
changed over time, though we find little evidence of that, the characteristics have been preserved. Also,
each category of peer groups is associated with a particular set of behaviors. In particular, Deviants choose
to engage in health risk behaviors such as drug use and participation in violence. These kinds of choices
have potential to impact the course and the quality of the adolescent's later life. Therefore, adolescent peer
group identification is a construct of consequence and demands serious attention from researchers.

Acknowledgments

This research was supported by grants from the National Institute on Drug Abuse (DA07601,
DA13814, DA16094, and DA016090).
References

Ashmore, R. D., Del Boca, F. K., & Beebe, M. (2002). “Alkie,” “Frat Brother,” and “Jock”: Perceived types of college students
and stereotypes about drinking. Journal of Applied Social Psychology, 32, 885−907.

Ashmore, R. D., Griffo, R., Green, R., & Moreno, A. H. (in press). Dimensions and categories underlying thinking about college
student types.

Arnett, J. J. (2000). Emerging adulthood: A theory of development from the late teens through the twenties. American
Psychologist, 55, 469−480.

Barber, B. L., Eccles, J. S., & Stone, M. R. (2001). Whatever happened to the Jock, the Brian, and the Princess?
Young adult pathways linked to adolescent activity involvement and social identity. Journal of Adolescent Research, 16(5),
429−455.

Brown, B. B., & Lohr, M. J. (1987). Peer-group affiliation and adolescent self-esteem: An integration of ego-identity and
symbolic-interaction theories. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 52(1), 47−55.

Brown, B. B., Mounts, N., Lamborn, S. D., & Steinberg, L. (1993). Parenting practices and peer group affiliation in adolescence.
Child Development, 64, 467−482.

Campbell, D. T., & Fiske, D.W. (1959). Convergent and discriminant validation by themultitrait-multimethodmatrix.Psychological
Bulletin, 56(2), 81−106.

Clasen, D. R., & Brown, B. B. (1985). The multidimensionality of peer-pressure in adolescence. Journal of Youth and
Adolescence, 14(6), 451−468.

Clark, B. (1962). Educating the expert society. San Francisco, CA: Chandler Publishing Co.
Cohen, J. (1979). High school subcultures and the adult world. Adolescence, 14(55), 491−502.
Demuth, S. (2004). Understanding the delinquency and social relationships of loners. Youth & Society, 35(3), 366−392.
Dolcini, M. M., & Adler, N. E. (1994). Perceived competencies, peer group affiliation, and risk behavior among early

adolescents. Health Psychology, 13(6), 496−506.
Downs, R. D., & Rose, S. R. (1991). The relationship of adolescent peer groups to the incidence of psychosocial problems.

Adolescence, 26(102), 473−492.
Dubow, E. F., & Cappas, C. L. (1988). Peer social status and reports of children's adjustment by their teachers, by their peers, and

by their self-ratings. Journal of School Psychology, 26(1), 69−75.
Durbin, D. L., Darling, N., Steinberg, L., & Brown, B. B. (1993). Parenting style and peer group membership among European–

American adolescents. Journal of Research on Adolescence, 3(1), 87−100.
Please cite this article as: Sussman, S. et al. Adolescent peer group identification and characteristics: A review of the literature. Addictive
Behaviors (2006), doi:10.1016/j.addbeh.2006.11.018

http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.addbeh.2006.11.018


25S. Sussman et al. / Addictive Behaviors xx (2006) xxx–xxx

ARTICLE IN PRESS
Eckert, P. (1983). Beyond the statistics of adolescent smoking. American Journal of Public Health, 73(4), 439−441.
Eder, D. (1985). The cycle of popularity: Interpersonal relations among female adolescents. Sociology of Education, 58(3),

154−165.
Eicher, J. B., Baizerman, S., & Michelman, J. (1991). Adolescent dress. Part II: A qualitative study of suburban high school

students. Adolescence, 26(103), 679−686.
Farmer, T. W., Estell, D. B., Man-Chi, L., Trott, H., Bishop, J., & Cairns, B. D. (2003). Individual characteristics, early adolescent peer

affiliations, and school dropout: an examination of aggressive and popular group types. Journal of School Psychology,41, 217−232.
Fishkin, S. A., Sussman, S., Stacy, A. W., Dent, C. W., Burton, D., & Flay, B. R. (1993). Ingroup versus outgroup perceptions of

the characteristics of high-risk youth: Negative stereotyping. Journal of Applied Social Psychology, 23(13), 1051−1958.
Fordham, S., & Ogbu, J. U. (1986). Black students' school success: Coping with the “burden of ‘acting white’”. Urban Review,

18(3), 176−206.
Franzoi, S. L., Davis, M. H., & Vasquez-Suson, K. A. (1994). Two social worlds: Social correlates and stability of adolescent

status groups. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 67(3), 462−473.
Gotlieb, B. (1975). The contribution of natural support systems to primary prevention among four social subgroups of adolescent

males. Adolescence, 10(38), 207−219.
Hartup, W. W. (1985). Peer relations. In P. H. Mussen (Series Ed.) & E. M. Hetherington (Vol Ed.). Handbook of Child

Psychology (Vol 4, pp. 103–196). New York, N.Y.: Wiley.
Heaven, P. C. L., Ciarrochi, J., Vialle, W., & Cechavicuite, I. (2005). Adolescent peer crowd self-identification, attributional style

and perceptions of parenting. Journal of Community and Applied Social Psychology, 15, 313−318.
Jessor, R. (1984). Adolescent development and behavioral health. In J. D.Matarazzo, S.M.Weiss, J. A. Herd, N. E.Miller, & S.M.

Weiss (Eds.), Behavioral health, A handbook of health enhancement and disease prevention New York: JohnWiley and Sons.
Kinney, D. A. (1993). From nerds to normals: The recovery of identity among adolescents from middle school to high school.

Sociology of Education, 66, 21−40.
Kipke, M. D., Montgomery, S. B., Simon, T. R., Unger, J. B., & Johnson, C. J. (1997). Homeless youth: Drug use patterns and

HIV risk profiles according to peer group affiliation. AIDS and Behavior, 1(4), 247−259.
Kipke, M. D., Unger, J. B., O'Connor, S., Palmer, R. F., & LaFrance, R. (1997). Street youth, their peer group affiliation and

differences according to residential status, subsistence patterns, and use of services. Adolescence, 32(127), 655−669.
Larkin, R. W. (1979). Suburban youth in cultural crisis (pp. 68−94). New York: Oxford University Press.
La Greca, A. M., & Harrison, H. M. (2005). Adolescent peer relations, friendships, and romantic relationships: Do they predict

social anxiety and depression? Journal of Clinical Child and Adolescent Psychology, 34(1), 49−61.
La Greca, A. M., Prinstein, M. J., & Fetter, M. D. (2001). Adolescent peer crowd affiliation: Linkages with health-risk behaviors

and close friendships. Journal of Pediatric Psychology, 26(3), 131−143.
Matute-Bianchi, M. E. (1986). Ethnic identities and patterns of school success and failure among Mexican-descent and

Japanese–American students in a California high school. American Journal of Education, 95(1), 233−255.
Michell, L. (1997). Loud, sad or bad: young people's perceptions of peer groups and smoking. Health Education Research,

12(1), 1−14.
Miller, K. E., Farrell, M. P., Barnes, G. M., Melnick, M. J., & Sabo, D. (2005). Gender/Racial differences in jock identity, dating,

and adolescent sexual risk. Journal of Youth and Adolescence, 34(2), 123−136.
Miller, K. E., Hoffman, J. H., Barnes, G. M., Farrell, M. P., Sabo, D., & Melnick, M. J. (2003). Jocks, gender, race, and

adolescent. Journal of Drug Education, 33(4), 445−462.
Mosbach, P., & Leventhal, H. (1988). Peer group identification and smoking: Implications for intervention. Journal of Abnormal

Psychology, 97(2), 238−245.
Pascoe, C. J. (2003). Multiple masculinities? Teenage boys talk about jocks and gender. American Behavioral Scientist, 46(10),

1423−1438.
Poveda, T. G., & Crim, D. (1975). Reputation and the adolescent girl: An analysis. Adolescence, 10(37), 127−136.
Prinstein, M. J., & La Greca, A. M. (2002). Peer crowd affiliation and internalizing distress in childhood and adolescence: a

longitudinal follow-back study. Journal of Research on Adolescence, 12(3), 325−351.
Riester, A. E., & Zucker, R. A. (1968). Adolescent social structure and drinking behavior. Personnel and Guidance Journal, 47,

304−312.
Stone,M. R., & Brown, B. R. (1999). Identity claims and projections: Descriptions of self and crowds in secondary school. In J. A.

McLellan & M. J. Pugh (Eds.), New Directions for Child and Adolescent Development, Vol. 84. (pp. )San Francisco, CA:
Jossey-Bass Publishers.
Please cite this article as: Sussman, S. et al. Adolescent peer group identification and characteristics: A review of the literature. Addictive
Behaviors (2006), doi:10.1016/j.addbeh.2006.11.018

http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.addbeh.2006.11.018


26 S. Sussman et al. / Addictive Behaviors xx (2006) xxx–xxx

ARTICLE IN PRESS
Sussman, S., Dent, C. W., McAdams, L. A., Stacy, A. W., Burton, D., & Flay, B. R. (1994). Group self-identification and
adolescent cigarette smoking: A 1-year prospective study. Journal of Abnormal Psychology, 103(3), 576−580.

Sussman, S., Dent, C. W., &McCullar, W. J. (2000). Group self-identification as a prospective predictor of drug use and violence
in high-risk youth. Psychology of Addictive Behaviors, 14(2), 192−196.

Sussman, S., Dent, C. W., Simon, T. R., Stacy, A. W., Burton, D., & Flay, B. R. (1993). Identification of which high-risk youth
smoke cigarettes regularly. Health Values, 17(1), 42−53.

Sussman, S., Dent, C. W., Stacy, A. W., Burciaga, C., Raynor, A., Turner, G. E., et al. (1990). Peer group association and
adolescent tobacco use. Journal of Abnormal Psychology, 99(4), 349−352.

Sussman, S., Earleywine, M., Wills, T., Cody, C., Biglan, T., Dent, C. W., et al. (2004). The motivation, skills, and decision-
making model of “drug abuse” prevention. Substance Use & Misuse, 39(10–12), 1971−2016.

Sussman, S., Simon, T. R., Stacy, A.W.,Dent, C.W., Ritt, A., Kipke,M.D., et al. (1999). TheAssociation of group self-identification
and adolescent drug use in three samples varying in risk. Journal of Applied Social Psychology, 29(8), 1555−1581.

Sussman, S., Unger, J. B., & Dent, C. W. (2004). Peer Group self-identification among alternative high school youth: A predictor
of their psychosocial functioning five years later. International Journal of Clinical and Health Psychology, 4(1), 9−25.

Thurlow, C. (2001). The usual suspects? A comparative investigation of crowds and social-type labeling among young British
teenagers. Journal of Youth Studies, 4(3), 319−334.

Tolone, W. L., & Tieman, C. R. (1990). Drugs, delinquency and “nerds”: Are loners deviant? Journal of Drug Education, 20(2),
153−162.

Urberg, K. A. (1992). Locus of peer influence: Social crowd and best friend. Journal of Youth and Adolescence, 21(4), 439−450.
Urberg, K. A., Degirmencioglu, S. M., Tolson, J. M., & Halliday-Scher, K. (2000). Adolescent social crowds: Measurement and

relationship to friendships. Journal of Adolescence Research, 15(4), 427−445.
Valente, T. W., Unger, J. B., & Johnosn, C. A. (2005). Do popular students smoke? The association between popularity and

smoking among middle school students. Journal of Adolescent Health, 37, 323−329.
Please cite this article as: Sussman, S. et al. Adolescent peer group identification and characteristics: A review of the literature. Addictive
Behaviors (2006), doi:10.1016/j.addbeh.2006.11.018

http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.addbeh.2006.11.018

	Adolescent peer group identification and characteristics: A review of the literature
	Introduction
	Method
	Selection of studies
	Subjects
	Assessing peer group identification and characteristics
	Creating general group name categories across studies

	Results
	Group names used in the study dataset and their general lifestyle characteristics
	The Elites
	The Athletes
	The Academics
	The Deviants
	Others

	Group names, personality, parenting, and problem-prone behavior characteristics

	Discussion
	Limitations, future directions, and conclusions

	Acknowledgments
	References


