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Introduction

Risk-taking behaviors during adolescence contribute to high 
rates of unintentional injury (Sleet et al. 2010; Turner et al. 
2004) and are a leading cause of death among adolescents in 
the United States (Heron 2016). A consistent finding in the 
developmental literature is the correlation between adoles-
cent risk-taking behaviors (e.g., delinquency, substance use, 
risky sex) and those of their peers (Crosnoe and McNeely 
2008; Flannery et  al. 1994; Prinstein and Wang 2005). 
Developmentally, peer reference groups become increasingly 
salient during adolescence, and most risk-taking behaviors 
occur within the peer context (Crosnoe and McNeely 2008). 
Although some studies suggest that adolescent males engage 
in more of some types of risk-taking behaviors (i.e., sub-
stance use and delinquency; Erickson et al. 2000) and have 
more deviant peer affiliations than females (Mears et al. 
1998; Svensson 2003), it remains unclear “whether the 
social processes [emphasis added] leading to these outcomes 
also differ by gender” (Erickson et al. 2000, p. 402).

This qualitative review attempts to answer the question of 
whether adolescent males or females are more susceptible to 
deviant peer pressure, and it posits hypotheses gleaned from 
the literature. Consistent with prior conceptualizations (i.e., 
Brown et al. 1986; Santor et al. 2000), this review consid-
ers deviant peer pressure to be a social factor that increases 
adolescents’ tendency to engage in risk-taking behaviors, 
including substance use, promiscuous or unprotected sex, 
and delinquency, and focuses on their subjective experi-
ence and feeling of pressure from deviant peers to engage in 
risk-taking behaviors (as opposed to the presence of deviant 
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peers in their social network). Whereas gender differences in 
risk-taking behavior have been the subject of much research 
(e.g., Byrnes et al. 1999), questions about gender differences 
in the social processes preceding risk-taking behaviors has 
received less attention. The purpose of this review is to 
utilize an interdisciplinary approach to fill this gap in the 
literature by examining the role of gender in adolescents’ 
subjective experience of deviant peer pressure.

Adolescence: A Time for Gender Salience 
and Peer Influences

From a developmental perspective, gender roles, norms, 
and expectations become especially salient to youth dur-
ing early and middle adolescence (Hill and Lynch 1983), 
and this notion is supported by evidence from longitudinal 
studies (e.g., Galambos et al. 1990). This occurs, in part, as 
a function of gender socialization processes in which social-
izing agents, such as parents, peers and the media, shape 
gender norms and behavioral expectations. These agents are 
powerfully influential throughout development, but they are 
particularly so earlier in childhood (Leaper and Friedman 
2007) and again during pubertal development (Hill and 
Lynch 1983). It is hypothesized that one such reason for 
this increase in gender-role attitudes is that it stems from 
the elevated importance of peers during adolescence (Perry 
and Pauletti 2011).

As such, adolescence is not just a time for the increas-
ing importance of peer relationships, but it is also a time 
of increased susceptibility to peer pressure. It is clear from 
previous studies that peers affect adolescents’ decisions to 
engage (or not engage) in risky behaviors (Blakemore and 
Mills 2014; Miller 2009). Social acceptance becomes cen-
tral to much of adolescent behavior, perhaps because it is a 
developmentally sensitive period in which youth are highly 
attuned to picking up on and responding to social cues from 
their social environments (Blakemore and Mills 2014). Thus, 
to the degree that social conformity is perceived as central 
to popularity among peers, early and middle adolescents are 
especially vulnerable to peer pressure as they strive toward 
peer approval and acceptance (Gavin and Furman 1989).

Who are More Resistant to Deviant Peer Pressure: 
Males or Females?

Evidence on gender differences in risk-taking behavior is 
mixed. Some studies find that these differences may change 
over historical time or development, and can differ across 
types of risk-taking behaviors. For example, although 
meta-analytic findings have shown that males are more 
prone to risk-taking (or more likely to engage in risk-taking 

behaviors), the size and significance of the effects vary 
across domains and by age (Byrnes et al. 1999; Storvoll 
and Wichstom 2002), suggesting that other salient factors in 
adolescence may be at play (i.e., peer pressure). Addition-
ally, the desirability of engaging in risk-taking behaviors 
and succumbing to peer pressure may differ for males and 
females (Byrnes et al. 1999; Closson 2009). Prior research 
has shown that adolescents who are more susceptible to peer 
pressure have more difficulty establishing social competence 
and have a harder time making their own judgments about 
risk-taking behaviors (Allen et al. 2006). Similarly, Young 
et al. (2009) qualitative study found that college females 
described their drinking patterns as motivated by pressure 
to make favorable impressions on their male peers. As such, 
it is important to identify factors that contribute to cer-
tain youth’s heightened vulnerability to peer pressure. For 
example, adolescent females are often thought of as being 
more resistant to deviant peer influences than males (Hanish 
et al. 2005). However, gender differences in susceptibility to 
deviant peer pressure have not been thoroughly examined in 
the literature. As discussed below, there are three mutually 
exclusive hypotheses regarding gender and susceptibility to 
peer pressure in adolescence.

One hypothesis suggests that females are more resistant 
to deviant pressure than are males. This idea is supported 
by research showing that adolescent females’ sensitivity to 
social relationships is an asset facilitative of interpersonal 
competence rather than deviance (Rose and Rudolph 2006). 
In this way, females may be better able to resist deviant 
peer influences as they simultaneously consider how their 
involvement in risky behaviors might damage other highly 
valued (or prioritized) relationships with parents, teachers, 
and friends. Indeed, prior work has indicated that adoles-
cent females are more skillful at balancing both affiliation 
and reputational needs (Sheldon 1992), whereas adolescent 
males may be more likely to prioritize status goals (LaFon-
tana and Cillessen 2010) and may be more focused on domi-
nance hierarchies (Rose and Rudolph 2006).

An alternative hypothesis is that females may be less 
resistant to deviant peer pressure than males. It has been 
established that adolescent females tend to have heightened 
sensitivity to social-evaluative concerns, or a reliance on 
close relationships as a source of self-evaluation and self-
worth (Rudolph and Conley 2005), and are more attuned to 
the benefits of peer conformity for the aims of acceptance, 
popularity, and likability. While females’ heightened attune-
ment to social-evaluative cues and need for approval are gen-
erally thought of as beneficial to their interpersonal relation-
ships (i.e., Rose and Rudolph 2006), this sensitivity may be 
detrimental if it is manifested as a heightened sensitivity 
to peer pressure as a means of preserving close relation-
ships. Indeed, in a study of young children, in comparison 
with males, females were more negatively influenced (i.e., 
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evidenced increased aggression) by exposure to externaliz-
ing peers. Interestingly, the non-gender-normative nature of 
those behaviors made them particularly powerful, such that 
when females are exposed to gender-atypical behaviors (e.g., 
aggression, rule-breaking), their influences are especially 
salient (Hanish et al. 2005).

A third explanation is that adolescent males and females 
may experience similar peer pressure across domains, but 
the adolescent, regardless of gender, who has a stronger 
peer orientation may be the influencing factor in who is less 
resistant to deviant peer pressure, hence explaining why 
some studies find no gender difference (Abbott-Chapman 
et al. 2007; Blais and Weber 2001; Brown 1982). In their 
study of early adolescents’ susceptibility to peer influence, 
Allen and colleagues found no evidence of a moderating 
effect of gender, indicating that both males and females 
who scored higher on a generalized measure of susceptibil-
ity to peer influence were both at greater risk of early sexual 
behavior, externalizing behaviors and substance use (Allen 
et al. 2006). Similarly, Miller (2009) found that, for both 
adolescent males and females, susceptibility to peer influ-
ence is a risk factor for delinquency. Further, longitudinal 
findings have shown that adolescents with an extreme peer 
orientation [i.e., a “negative aspect of peer orientation (in 
which adolescents) would sacrifice developmentally posi-
tive aspects of their lives to maintain these relationships”, 
p. 625] are involved in increased problem behaviors three 
years later, regardless of gender, as they abandon parental 
influences in favor of peer influences (Fuligini et al. 2001). 
These studies support the hypothesis that susceptibility to 
deviant peers is predictive of risk-taking behaviors yet sug-
gest that several types of associations between gender and 
deviant peer pressure are possible.

It is important to note that all three of these explanations 
are equally plausible and that the current literature does not 
lend a clear interpretation regarding which hypothesis is 
empirically supported. Therefore, the present study aims to 
systematically sift through the current literature and conduct 
a qualitative review.

The Present Study

Previous research clarifies the role of peer influence as cen-
tral to adolescent risk-taking. Together with research on 
gender role socialization processes and the gender intensi-
fication hypothesis, prior studies provide a foundation from 
which to conduct a more thorough examination of the rela-
tionship between gender and susceptibility to deviant peer 
influences. A growing body of work has begun to establish 
the predictive power of susceptibility to deviant peer influ-
ence on adolescents’ risk-taking behaviors, a determinant 
of behavior that appears to be a general risk factor across 

genders. Building on the burgeoning research showing ado-
lescents are highly attuned to picking up on and responding 
to social cues from their environments (Blakemore and Mills 
2014), we examine whether and how deviant peer influence 
affects adolescent males and females differently during a 
period of development in which gender stereotypes may be 
especially influential in shaping perceived social norms (de 
Visser and McDonnell 2011; Young et al. 2009).

An additional aim is to propose theoretical explanations 
for the observed findings. To achieve this, we first organize 
the existing literature on gender differences in susceptibil-
ity to deviant peer influence after a careful survey of the 
literature for studies that met the inclusionary criteria. As 
previously described, we begin by identifying studies that 
have examined gender differences, not in risk-taking itself, 
but in susceptibility to deviant peer influence, an anteced-
ent to risk-taking behaviors. Second, based on a review of 
the literature, we introduce hypotheses, described below, to 
explain the observed trends and stimulate future research.

Methods

Studies for this qualitative review were chosen based on 
several criteria. Our independent variable was gender and 
the dependent variable was susceptibility to deviant peer 
pressure. Consistent with others in the field, we operation-
alized peer pressure as the subjective experience of social 
influence (Brown et al. 1986; Santor et al. 2000) to engage 
in risk-taking behaviors. Because our primary interest was 
to understand adolescents’ subjective experience of deviant 
peer influence, we focus mostly on adolescents’ self-reported 
experiences of peer influence, but also included a few exper-
imental studies of deviant peer influence that reported find-
ings separately for males and females. These experimental 
studies’ results were based on adolescents’ behavior in the 
presence and absence of a deviant confederate.

Due to the dearth of studies that have directly examined 
the question of whether adolescent males or females are 
differentially susceptible to deviant peer pressure using a 
subjective scale, our operational definition of susceptibil-
ity to deviant peer pressure includes a broad spectrum of 
measures assessing both pressure to engage in specific 
risk-taking behaviors, such as delinquent activities (Crock-
ett et al. 2006), as well as measures that assess the broader 
experience of peer pressure without reference to specific 
behaviors (i.e., asking participants to respond to conflicting 
hypothetical situations such as, “Some people go along with 
their friends just to keep their friends happy” and “Other 
people refuse to go along with what their friends want to do, 
even though they know it will make their friends unhappy”; 
Steinberg and Monahan 2007). As stated in the reviewed 
literature, peer influence on risk-taking behaviors tends 
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to peak from early adolescence (LaFontana and Cillessen 
2010) to emerging adulthood (Bradley and Wildman 2002); 
therefore, we included studies that assessed peer pressure in 
early, middle, and late adolescence, as well as studies with 
college students.

The following criteria were used in the literature search. 
The studies must have been available in peer-reviewed Eng-
lish language journals. These studies were obtained through 
(a) searching online and computerized data bases (e.g., Psy-
cINFO) using all combinations of the keywords: adolescent, 
peer pressure, peer influence, gender, susceptibility to peer 
influence, and resistance to peer influence and (b) examin-
ing references cited in prior reviews and empirical studies. 
We did not restrict our review to studies published within a 
specified time period.

Several types of peer studies, while relevant from a 
broader perspective on peer relations and risk-taking, 
were excluded. First and importantly, we excluded stud-
ies that assessed associations between deviant peer affili-
ations and risk-taking behavior but that did not include 
a separate measure assessing adolescents’ experience of 

peer pressure or peer influence. Second, studies that have 
examined deviant peer affiliations (Prinstein et al. 2001), 
peer contagion (Cohen and Prinstein 2006), and deviancy 
training (e.g., Dishion et al. 1996; Svensson 2003) using 
sociometric nominations without measuring the direct, 
subjective experience of peer pressure (e.g., Prinstein and 
Wang 2005) were excluded. These types of studies helped 
to clarify that peer behavior is correlated with adolescents’ 
risk behavior involvement, but do not directly address 
whether males and females experience peer pressure dif-
ferently. Finally, studies that do not test gender effects 
(e.g., Storvoll and Wichstrom 2002) were excluded. Even 
when studies collected gender information, we could not 
include some studies in our review because they did not 
formally test gender effects in final analyses when gender 
did not statistically contribute to the prediction of risk-
taking in preliminary analysis (e.g., Trucco et al. 2010; 
Urberg 1992). We outlined the details of the process of 
inclusion and exclusion in a PRIMSA figure (Moher et al. 
2009). We eventually identified 26 studies that met the 
outlined criteria (see Fig. 1).

Fig. 1   PRISMA flowchart of 
search and selection strategy
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Results

A summary of the 26 studies reviewed appears in Table 1. 
We found that there is no gold standard assessment within 
this literature for measuring susceptibility to peer pressure, 
as noted by the plethora of measures that aim to assess this 
variable. Some researchers have employed hypothetical 
vignettes or experimental paradigms with peer presence, 
whereas others used single-item measures, but most used 
self-reports of subjective perceptions of deviant peer pres-
sure or peer pressure more broadly.

Despite this caveat, among these 26 studies, we identi-
fied that 46% of studies (n = 12) suggest males are more 
prone to experience deviant peer pressure than females, yet 
46% of the studies (n = 12) also found no gender difference 
in susceptibility to deviant peer pressure. A small minority 
of studies (n = 2; Nahom et al. 2001; Shepherd et al. 2011) 
demonstrated a greater female proneness to be susceptible 
to peer pressure. Thus, our review of the literature does not 
appear to support the argument that adolescent females are 
more susceptible to deviant peer pressure.

Discussion

The aim of the present review was to organize the exist-
ing literature on gender differences in the susceptibility to 
deviant peer pressure. Previous studies have revealed two 
patterns between gender and susceptibility to peer pres-
sure: (1) 46% of the reviewed studies showed more male 
sensitivity to peer pressure in the context of risk-taking; and 
(2) 46% showed no gender difference. There was a lack of 
strong evidence (8% of the reviewed studies) that females 
are more susceptible to peer pressure than males within the 
risk-taking domains included in the present review. These 
mixed results led us to consider several possible explana-
tions. First, we discuss gender role socialization theory and 
focus on masculine ideals as explanations for why males 
may be more susceptible than females to deviant peer influ-
ence. Next, we explore possible reasons why several studies 
found no gender difference in adolescent susceptibility to 
deviant peer pressure. Finally, we identify broader theoreti-
cal and measurement issues in the study of susceptibility to 
peer pressure.

Adolescent Males’ Heightened Susceptibility to Deviant 
Peer Pressure

Nearly half of the studies reviewed here indicated that ado-
lescent males are more susceptible to deviant peer pressure 
than females. One explanation for this finding is that ado-
lescent males may be more influenced by deviant peer pres-
sure as they attempt to fit traditional images cast by gender 

role stereotypes that link masculinity with toughness and 
autonomy, as is the case for substance use and aggressive 
behavior (Courtenay 2000; Mahalik et al. 2007). In this way, 
gender role stereotypes, which intensify during adolescence 
(Hill and Lynch 1983), may not only be descriptive of gen-
dered behavior, but prescriptive as well (Fiske and Stevens 
1993). The increasing salience of gender role stereotypes 
during adolescent development juxtaposed against socializa-
tion pressures from peers can heighten adolescents’ aware-
ness about the consequences of deviating from masculine 
and feminine norms for males and females, respectively. For 
instance, studies have shown that early adolescents perceive 
social status and risky, defiant behaviors to be more closely 
associated with male popularity and peer approval (Clos-
son 2009; Iwamoto and Smiler 2013; Mahalik et al. 2007; 
Rienzi et al. 1996; Schulte et al. 2009), and males who devi-
ate from gender-congruent expectations experience negative 
social consequences, such as peer rejection (Bosson et al. 
2006; Mora 2012). As a result, males may feel socialization 
pressures to assert traditionally masculine behaviors such as 
rule-breaking and defiance.

In addition to the aforementioned explanation that ado-
lescent males are more susceptible to deviant pressure as a 
consequence of gender socialization processes or as a means 
for better aligning with the masculine ideal, there is evi-
dence to suggest that adolescent males are more prone to 
risk-taking than females because their social environments 
afford them more opportunities, such as more access to 
delinquent peers (Mears et al. 1998) and less adult super-
vision (Boyer and Byrnes 2009). For example, Boyer and 
Byrnes (2009) assessed the frequency of different types 
of risk-taking opportunities, such as being at a party with 
alcohol, and found that adolescent males engaged in more 
risk-taking behaviors in part because they reported more 
situational opportunities for deviance than females. To the 
degree that males report having more deviant peers than 
females (Dishion et al. 1996; Mears et al. 1998), they may 
simply have more social opportunities to experience deviant 
peer influence, rather than being more susceptible to deviant 
peer influence than females.

The third perspective as to why adolescent males may be 
more susceptible to deviant peer pressure than females may 
be due to the types of behaviors in which males face more 
peer pressure to engage during adolescence. For example, 
adolescent males’ risk-taking is known to be associated with 
a strong peer orientation (Michael and Ben-Zur 2007), but 
adolescent females’ risk-taking behaviors have been corre-
lated with peer and non-peer relationships such as parental 
relationship quality (i.e., emotional closeness, communica-
tion and mutuality). Thus, a peer-socialization model sug-
gesting that peers are more salient relationships for male 
adolescents than female adolescents, who are focused on 
both peer and non-peer relationships, ought to be considered. 
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Additionally, this hypothesis may explain why adolescent 
males are more susceptible to deviant peer pressure (Rose 
and Rudolph 2006).

The fourth possible explanation for adolescent males’ 
susceptibility to deviant peer pressure is that adolescent 
males may be less cognitively and emotionally equipped 
than females with coping skills and regulatory capabilities 
that help them effectively resist deviant peers (Steinberg and 
Monahan 2007). For example, one study found that mid-
adolescent males are more likely to engage in (hypothetical) 
delinquent behavior regardless of perceived consequences 
than females, whereas females display more temperance 
and perspective, indicators of more advanced psychosocial 
maturity (Cauffman and Steinberg 2000). Relative to ado-
lescent males, adolescent females’ social competence (Allen 
et al. 2006; Rose and Rudolph 2006) and socialization dif-
ferences in their moral development (Gilligan 1982; Mears 
et al. 1998) may also provide a greater buffer against devi-
ant peer influences. For example, although youth’s moral 
considerations (i.e., evaluating how right or wrong deviant 
behaviors are) of delinquent behaviors reduces susceptibil-
ity to deviant peers for both adolescent males and females, 
males are still more susceptible to deviant peers even if their 
own disapproval of delinquent behavior is strong (Mears 
et al. 1998). On the other hand, if females strongly dis-
approve of delinquent behaviors, the effect of delinquent 
peers is not significantly different than zero. This finding led 
Mears and colleagues to conclude that gender differences in 
delinquency stem from differences in psychosocial skills and 
regulatory abilities that influence moral decision-making.

No Gender Differences in Susceptibility to Peer 
Pressure

While nearly half of the reviewed articles showed male sus-
ceptibility to deviant peer pressure, the other half of studies 
reviewed showed non-significant gender differences. There 
are two possible interpretations for these patterns of results. 
One explanation is that, given evidence that males and 
females engage in similar mean levels of risk-taking behav-
ior (e.g., Abott-Chapman et al. 2007; Santor et al. 2000), it is 
possible that they have similar susceptibility to deviant pres-
sure to engage in such behavior as well. As attitudes about 
gender appropriate behavior shift across historical time, it 
may also be the case that adolescent male and female expe-
riences are becoming increasingly similar, at least in some 
ways. For example, adolescent males and females may expe-
rience comparable levels of deviant peer pressure around 
substance use in particular (Santor et al. 2000).

A second possibility is that gender differences may exist, 
but are masked by the methodological issues in the present 
study. For instance, domains of risky behaviors may mod-
erate the gender effect on peer susceptibility. Specifically, 

males and females may experience peer pressure for different 
types of risky behaviors (Brown 1982; Brown et al. 1986b), 
but when all the types are combined, as was done for most 
articles included in this review, overall gender differences 
may disappear. Whereas males may be more susceptible to 
deviant peer influences to engage in risky behaviors that 
are overt and antisocial (Berndt 1979; Brown et al. 1986a), 
females may be more vulnerable to other deviant social pres-
sures to engage in less overt behaviors not captured in the 
measures used by the studies reviewed. For instance, evi-
dence shows that, compared to male counterparts, adolescent 
females feel more pressure from friends and the media to 
lose weight and pursue thin ideals in health-compromising 
and risky ways (Ata et al. 2007). In fact, concern over such 
conceptual and methodological issues plagues a majority 
of the studies included in this review, as discussed below.

Broad Conceptual and Methodological Challenges

The findings of the current review revealed several concep-
tual and methodological issues that may have hampered the 
progress of research on gender and susceptibility to peer 
pressure. These concerns include a lack of careful considera-
tion on the domain of risky behavior, gold standard meas-
urement of peer pressure, and attention to the demographic 
characteristics of the sample.

Domain of Risky Behavior

First, the aforementioned issue of a lack of domain speci-
ficity is a challenge facing much of the research on gender 
differences in adolescent susceptibility to deviant peer pres-
sure. In the present study, our operationalization of risk-
taking behaviors, while consistent with the literature, may 
overlook important areas in which clearer gender differences 
might emerge. For example, rather than describing males 
as more susceptible to peer pressure, it may be more accu-
rate to describe females as less susceptible to deviant peer 
influences when risky behaviors are defined as delinquency 
and substance use, which were commonly assessed in the 
peer pressure measures included in this review. As such, 
it may be that more domain-general research (i.e., studies 
which include both more male-prone and female-prone 
risky behaviors) yields non-significant gender differences, 
whereas domain-specific studies reveal clearer and consist-
ent gender differences. Similarly, whereas male proneness 
may exist more clearly when deviant peer pressure is meas-
ured using domain-specific, traditional risky behaviors (e.g., 
delinquency, misconduct), female proneness may be more 
apparent when studies specifically focus on other behavioral 
domains (e.g., those related to body image pressures).

Moreover, the issue of domain specificity may shed light 
on another finding in the present review: the small minority 
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of studies (n = 2; Nahom et al. 2001; Shepherd et al. 2011) 
that demonstrated a greater female proneness to be suscepti-
ble to peer pressure. For example, Nahom et al. (2001) relied 
on a single, domain-specific item: peer pressure to have sex-
ual intercourse. While unprotected sex during adolescence is 
more widely regarded an example of a risk-taking behavior, 
engaging in sexual intercourse in general does not neces-
sarily convey risk. Given females’ heightened sensitivity to 
social relationships (Rose and Rudolph 2006), it may be the 
case that females experience greater pressure than males 
to have sexual intercourse in order to meet relational goals 
(i.e., in order to preserve relationship harmony). It stands to 
reason that engagement in sexual intercourse, which is not 
necessarily a risky behavior, may be one specific domain 
where a female proneness to conform to peer pressure exists. 
However, De Gaston et al. (1996) also used a broad, single-
item measure with results indicating a contradictory finding, 
such that that males reported more pressure to have sexual 
intercourse. Thus, evidence for female sensitivity to deviant 
peer pressure in this review is weak and inconsistent.

Measurement of Peer Pressure

An issue related to the domain of risky behaviors concerns 
inconsistencies in the tools used to measure adolescent sus-
ceptibility to peer pressure. For example, most of the studies 
finding a male tendency to experience peer pressure used 
self-report measures focused on delinquency, misconduct 
and substance use (e.g., Berndt 1979; Bradley and Wildman 
2002; Crockett et al. 2006; Duangpatra et al. 2009; Dumas 
et al. 2012). However, other studies showing this pattern 
of male-proneness used self-report measures that assessed 
broader experiences of peer pressure (Goldstein et al. 2005; 
Iwamoto and Smiler 2013; Steinberg and Monahan 2007; 
Sumter et al. 2009). Such inconsistencies in the tools used 
to assess susceptibility to deviant peer pressure complicate 
findings and make it challenging to determine whether there 
are reliable gender differences.

Moreover, while some authors used single-item scales 
(e.g. De Gaston et al. 2006; Nahom et al. 2001) or con-
structed their own scales (e.g., Maslowsky et al. 2011), other 
measures of peer pressure were more widely used. For exam-
ple, the Peer Pressure Inventory (PPI; Brown et al. 1986a, 
b; Clasen and Brown 1985) assesses perceptions of explicit 
peer pressure across multiple domains and was used the 
most frequently in the literature. Other common assessment 
tools used included the Extreme Peer Orientation (Fuligni 
and Eccles 1993), the Emerging Adult Peer Pressure Inven-
tory (EAPPI; Bradley and Wildman 2002), and the Resist-
ance to Peer Influence scale (RPI; Steinberg and Monahan 
2007). Such inconsistency in the tools used to measure ado-
lescent susceptibility to peer pressure, in addition to the lack 
of attention to domain-specificity, likely contributes to the 

dearth of clear and consistent gender differences in adoles-
cent susceptibility to peer influence. Even when gender was 
assessed in the studies included in this review, it was often 
not the primary focus of the research. Future research in this 
area would benefit from greater consistency and specificity 
in the risk domains assessed and in the tools used to assess 
them.

Demographic Variables

One limitation of the studies reviewed, and thus a limita-
tion of the current study, is the lack of attention to demo-
graphic factors such as age and race which thereby prevented 
developmental or racial comparisons by gender. In regard 
to developmental status, several studies grouped early, mid-
dle and late adolescents together (Berndt 1979; Brown et al. 
1986a, b; Clasen and Brown 1985; Crockett et al. 2006; 
Steinberg and Monahan 2007; Sumter et al. 2009), mak-
ing it difficult for the present review to tease apart potential 
developmental differences in susceptibility to peer pressure 
between male and female adolescents. Future researchers 
are encouraged to report age differences in a more structured 
manner to determine whether susceptibility to deviant peer 
pressure follows a similar trajectory.

Similarly, a majority of studies did not report analyses of 
race separately for males and females. In addition, less than 
half of the studies included in the present review recruited 
samples that were racially and ethnically diverse (see 
Table 1). As such, the present study was unable to conduct 
a more fine-tuned analysis of racial or ethnic differences in 
susceptibility to peer pressure between males and females. 
Relatedly, while not included in the present review, cultural 
norms may influence adolescents’ attitudes towards their 
peer groups and risky behavior. Given the aforementioned 
issues, future researchers are encouraged to focus on teas-
ing apart the influences of age, race, culture, and domain of 
risky behavior on gender differences in adolescent suscepti-
bility to deviant peer pressure.

Conclusion

There are both developmental and individual differences in 
the susceptibility to deviant peer pressure, which has been 
shown to be predictive of adolescent risk-taking behavior 
(Steinberg and Monahan 2007). Building on this under-
standing, the present review examined adolescents’ sus-
ceptibility to peer pressure to engage in risky behaviors, 
and specifically, focused on how males and females may 
differ in their susceptibility to deviant peers. As such, the 
present study identified 26 studies that examined the asso-
ciation between gender and susceptibility to deviant peer 
pressure, and we introduced hypotheses to explain two 
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primary trends: (1) adolescent males appear to be more 
susceptible to peer influences that encourage risk-taking 
behaviors, and (2) several studies indicated that there is 
no consistent gender difference. We offer two explana-
tions based on our review of the literature: (1) gender role 
theory, which suggests that adolescent males experience 
more peer pressure for risk-taking; and (2) conceptual and 
methodological factors, which may obfuscate underly-
ing patterns of gender differences in susceptibility based 
on contextual factors, or the outcome (i.e., type of risky 
behavior) under investigation. We observed both measure-
ment inconsistencies and a lack of attention to contextual 
moderators, and encourage future psychologists, sociolo-
gists, and family researchers to empirically examine these 
hypotheses in order to determine appropriate targets of 
intervention. Empirical investigations of these hypoth-
eses may reveal whether gender-specific programs that 
deal with decision-making in the context of peer relations 
would be effective in strengthening adolescents’ ability to 
resist deviant peer influences.
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