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ABSTRACT 

The present study used an experimental method to examine risk-taking in a simulated 

environment involving risky driving behaviors.  The study examined the effects of peer 

presence on risk-taking behavior among late adolescents and explored a potential mechanism 

of said effect, emotional arousal.  Given the salience of peers in the social context of 

adolescents’ lives, it is not surprising that peer influences are a common lens through which 

risk-taking behaviors are investigated.  Research from experimentally based paradigms 

suggests that peers influence adolescents’ risk-taking in multiple ways.  However, 

methodological inconsistencies across the reviewed studies suggest that there continue to be 

unanswered questions about the circumstances under which peers influence adolescent 

outcomes and the mechanism of this influence.   

 The study tested two hypotheses: H1: The mere presence of peers will increase risk 

taking behavior, and H2: The effect of peer presence on adolescent risk taking is mediated by 

increased emotional arousal. In summary, the current study provides evidence that the effect 

of peer presence on adolescent risk-taking may function in such a way that overt 
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encouragement of risk-taking from the peer is needed in order to see an increase in 

adolescent risk-taking.  This study did not find support for the idea that mere presence of 

peers is enough to increase adolescent risk-taking.  In terms of broad implications of the 

current findings, they provide some encouraging evidence of adolescents’ ability to withstand 

peer influence.  This means that heightened peer interactions do not always equate to an 

increased proclivity towards risk-taking.  In the absence of overt encouragement, adolescents 

seem to rely more on their own evaluation of risky scenarios, which is encouraging news in 

terms of real-world health risk behaviors.  
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

The period of adolescence is often times characterized by a heightened frequency of 

risk taking, or engagement in behaviors that could lead to undesirable or dangerous outcomes 

(Byrnes, Miller, & Schafer, 1999).  In the context of adolescence, this includes behaviors 

such as binge drinking, cigarette smoking, driving under the influence of alcohol, and having 

casual sex partners.  Adolescents (ages 13-17) and young adults (ages 18-24 with ages 18-20 

also referred to as late adolescents) are more likely than any other age group to take these 

kinds of risks (Steinberg, 2008).   

A recent nationwide survey of high school students in Grades 9 through 12 revealed 

that 21% had consumed five or more drinks in a time period meeting the parameters of binge 

drinking, 41% had used marijuana, 41% had smoked cigarettes, 10% had driven while under 

the influence of alcohol, and 22% had ridden in a car with a driver who was under the 

influence (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention [CDC], 2013).  All of these behaviors 

can be categorized within what the CDC has identified as “priority health risk behaviors,” 

because they are the leading causes of death and disability among adolescents and young 

adults (National Center for Health Statistics, 2001).   

Unfortunately, U.S. Census data reveal that engagement in these behaviors continues 

to climb until young adulthood (Park, Mulye, Adams, Brindis, & Irwin, 2006).  Young adults 

have rates of drug use that are roughly two times the rate of adolescents, rates of tobacco use 

that are three times those of adolescents, and rates of alcohol use that are four times those of 

adolescents.  Ultimately, young adults have an overall mortality rate nearly three times that 

of adolescents.  Of particular concern are the risk behaviors involving driving, since motor 

vehicle accidents are the number one leading cause of death among young adults, accounting 
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for 70% of all unintentional injury related deaths.  These numbers represent an alarming 

public health concern.   

Problem Statement 

Delineating the mechanisms that underlie adolescent risk taking is crucial to enacting 

more effective strategies to reduce the rates of preventable deaths related to risk behaviors 

among this age group.  However, methodological inconsistencies across the reviewed studies 

suggest that there continue to be unanswered questions about the circumstances under which 

peers influence adolescent outcomes and the mechanism of this influence.   

Purpose of the Study 

Given the salience of peers in the social context of adolescents’ lives, it is not 

surprising that peer influences are a common lens through which risk-taking behaviors are 

investigated.  Research from experimentally based paradigms suggests that peers influence 

adolescents’ risk-taking in multiple ways.  Building upon previous research, the present study 

used an experimental method to examine risk-taking in a simulated environment involving 

risky driving behaviors.  The study examined the effects of peer presence on risk-taking 

behavior among late adolescents and explored a potential mechanism of said effect, 

emotional arousal.   

Hypotheses 

The present study tested the following hypotheses:  

• H1: The mere presence of peers will increase risk taking behavior.  

• H2: The effect of peer presence on adolescent risk taking is mediated by increased  

emotional arousal.   
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW 

Peer Influences on Risk-Taking 

In a review of the literature on peer influence processes, Brechwald and Prinstein 

(2011) summarize the mechanisms thought to explain why peers influence adolescents’ 

behavior.  Across the reviewed mechanisms, two main conclusions emerge: (a) adolescents 

seek to conform to the presumed social norms of their desired peers and (b) peer conformity 

is motivated by both extrinsic (i.e., direct reinforcement from peers) and intrinsic (i.e., 

identity confirmation for conforming) factors.  As part of their identity development, 

adolescents adhere to the perceived social norms of a desired peer group.  This includes 

matching or imitating the behavior of the desired group.  However, an important distinction 

is made in that this process is based upon the perceived social norms of the group, which may 

not always be accurate.  Adolescents frequently misjudge the actual behaviors or social 

norms of their peers, oftentimes overestimating peers’ engagement in risky behavior such as 

alcohol or tobacco use (English, Shutt, & Oswald, 2009).  Thus, in an attempt to adhere to 

the perceived social norms of a desired peer group, adolescents may in fact be engaging in 

more high-risk behaviors.  Some preventative efforts have focused on correcting adolescents’ 

skewed perceptions of peer social norms.  Moreover, imitating the behavior associated with 

the norms of the target group is intrinsically rewarding to the adolescent.  They experience a 

sense of identity formation and are extrinsically motivated because of the potential to receive 

positive feedback from peers within the desired peer group (Brechwald & Prinstein, 2011).  

If behaviors are recognized or validated by the peers, the adolescent will feel a great sense of 
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extrinsic reward.  The current study further examined the effects of perceived social norms 

on risk-taking behavior, and how risk-taking may be manipulated through peer presence.   

In real world settings, the presence of peers has been found to substantially affect 

adolescent risk-taking behaviors.  For example, video-taped analyses from dashboard-

mounted cameras demonstrated that teenage drivers display significantly higher rates of 

dangerous or risky driving behavior when driving in the presence of a peer than when driving 

alone or with an adult (Simons-Morton, Lerner, & Singer, 2005).  This increase in risky 

driving patterns also resulted in higher rates of crashes.  In addition, most instances of 

substance use or abuse among adolescents occurred while in the company of peers rather 

than alone (Chassin, Hussong, & Beltran, 2009).  The same is also true for criminal activity, 

in that adolescents engage in crime-related behavior more often when with their peers than 

by themselves (Zimring, 1998).  Given the seeming influence of peers on risk behavior, 

understanding the mechanisms responsible for peer influence on risk taking is the subject of 

much research. 

While there is significant evidence that peers can actively encourage risk taking 

through verbal persuasion and/or modeling (Reynolds, MacPherson, Schwartz, Fox, & 

Lejuez, 2013), there is also some experimental evidence that the mere presence of an 

adolescent’s peers (i.e., without any overt encouragement) increases their risk-taking (Chein, 

Albert, O’Brien, Uckert, & Steinberg, 2011; Gardner & Steinberg, 2005).  However, as 

discussed below, this experimental evidence is not definitive, due to some methodological 

limitations of the studies.  Therefore, the primary aim of the present study was to provide a 

more robust test of whether the mere presence of peers can increase risk taking in laboratory 

risk-taking situations. 
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How Peers Increase Adolescent Risk-Taking  

In this section, I review studies examining the effects of mere peer presence on risk 

taking.  Throughout this review, I note a mechanism that might mediate the effect of peer 

presence on risk taking: emotional arousal.   

A growing body of laboratory-based studies focuses on the effect of peer presence on 

adolescent risk taking.  Three experimental tasks are commonly used in these studies: the 

Balloon Analogue Risk Task (BART; Lejuez et al., 2002), Chicken (Sheldrick, 2004), and 

Stoplight (Steinberg et al., 2008).  BART is a computer-based task with the goal of pumping 

up a balloon to receive monetary gains.  The participant decides when they want to stop and 

“collect the money” they have earned for each pump.  However, at some point, the balloon 

“pops” and all “earned” money is lost.  Thus, while the participant can earn more money with 

each subsequent pump, they also increase the risk that the balloon will burst and that they 

will lose all accumulated funds.  BART has been shown to correlate to real world risk 

behaviors among adolescents, such as substance use and delinquency (Lejuez et al., 2002; 

Lejuez et al., 2007).   

Chicken and Stoplight are both computer-based simulated driving tasks with the goal 

of traversing down a straight track as quickly as possible.  The track contains multiple 

intersections at which a stoplight is shown changing from a green light to yellow.  The 

participant must decide if they wish to stop at the intersection, and delay their course, or to 

run the light, and have no delay.  If they choose to run the light, they run the risk of getting 

into a crash and receiving a larger time delay or loss of points.  The main difference between 

the two driving tasks is that Stoplight is a more updated version of Chicken with much more 

realistic graphics.  Otherwise, the two tasks are very similar in design.  However, the validity 
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of Chicken in predicting real world risk taking behavior has not been clearly established 

(Elfield, 2014), whereas Stoplight performance has been correlated with real world health 

risk behaviors among adolescents (Kim-Spoon, Kahn, Deater-Deckard, Chiu, Steinberg, & 

King-Casas, 2015), making it the more preferred of the two experimental driving tasks.   

 Peer presence within these laboratory studies has been manipulated in a variety of 

ways.  Most often, two same-age and same-gender peers are brought into the lab by the 

participant, and the peers observe the target participant as they complete the task.  In some 

studies, the peers are not given instructions for how to behave while their friend is 

completing the task.  In other cases the peers are given specific instructions for how to react.  

The studies also differ in several other ways noted below.   

 The first study to examine peer influence on risk-taking using one of these three tasks 

was conducted by Gardner and Steinberg (2005).  They used the simulated driving task, 

Chicken, to compare risk taking in the presence of peers among three age groups: adolescents 

(aged 13 to 16), youth (aged 18 to 22), and adults (aged 24 and older).  Participants were 

instructed to bring two same-age and same-gender peers with them to the lab, and were 

randomly assigned to either an alone or peer-present condition.  In the alone condition, all 

three participants completed Chicken in separate rooms.  If assigned to the peer-present 

condition, all three participants were in a room together and took turns completing Chicken.  

The dependent variables were time taken to traverse down the track and number of crashes.  

In the peer-present condition, data from both the two peers and the original participant were 

analyzed, treating each group as a triad.  Findings revealed that across all age groups, risk 

taking was higher in the peer-present condition than the alone condition.  This peer effect 

was significantly stronger among adolescents and youth than for adults.  Spear (2011) 
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speculates that the age-related changes in peer effects might be attributable to adolescents’ 

heightened emotional reactivity during a life stage when they have increased sensitivity to 

rewards: the presence of peers may have created an emotionally stimulating situation, thus 

resulting in increased risk taking. 

There are two main limitations to Gardner and Steinberg’s (2005) study.  First, 

because each person in the triad took a turn, the influence of peers was confounded with 

repeated task exposure, because the last person completing the task would have had the 

opportunity to watch two others complete it before them.  Finally, there was no control over 

the peer interactions, so we do not know if the peers were neutral during the task (i.e., mere 

peer presence) of if they encouraged or discouraged risk taking through their voice, affect, or 

gestures.   

A subsequent experiment by Chein et al. (2011) attempted to address the lack of 

clarity about the peer interactions in the Gardner and Steinberg (2005) study, while 

simultaneously testing the hypothesis that peer presence increases risk-taking because of its 

influence on reward sensitivity.  Specifically, they examined the effect of neutral peer 

presence (i.e., mere presence) on risk taking among three age groups: adolescents (aged 14 to 

18, n = 14), young adults (aged 19 to 22, n = 14), and adults (aged 24 to 29, n = 12) using the 

simulated driving task Stoplight.  Participants brought two same age, same gender peers with 

them to the lab.  All participants completed the simulated driving task, once alone and once 

in the presence of their peers.  The order of the two conditions was counterbalanced.  In 

contrast to Gardner and Steinberg’s study, peers were instructed to converse with the 

participant in a natural manner and were specifically told not to discuss anything that could 

sway the participant’s task performance.  Participants completed the task while in an fMRI 
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machine to allow for investigation of neural correlates (i.e., reward sensitivity) as a 

mechanism that would explain why peer presence increases risk-taking.  The use of the fMRI 

necessitated having the peer interaction limited to verbal communication through a speaker.   

Contrary to their hypothesis, there was not a main effect of peer presence or a 

statistically significant age by peer presence interaction (Chein et al., 2011); however, post-

hoc within-age group comparisons revealed that among adolescents only, there were higher 

levels of risk taking in the presence of peers.  Additionally, the peer effect on adolescent risk 

taking was significantly mediated by activation in brain regions associated with reward 

processing.  They observed differential anticipatory activity in brain regions known to be 

involved in reward prediction and valuation, and this activity was dependent on social 

context, consistent with the hypothesis that the presence of peers differentially sensitizes 

adolescents to the reward value of risky choices.  Adolescents demonstrated significantly 

greater activation of these brain regions than adults did as they made decisions about risk, but 

only when they were aware that their friends were watching them. 

Results from Chein et al.’s (2011) study are constrained by the small sample sizes (n 

= 14 per group), which limited the statistical power of the study.  Furthermore, multiple 

statistical tests were conducted without correcting the alpha level for Type I error.  

Additionally, peer interactions were limited to only verbal responses, a constraint that was 

unavoidable since participants were inside the fMRI machine.  Hence, the communication 

among peers may have lacked the authenticity of peer interactions during real world risk 

taking, in which visual contact would normally occur.  Another potential confound was that 

peers were instructed to communicate to participants that they had made predictions about 

how the participant would perform on the driving task.  It is unclear how this may have 
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influenced participant behavior on the task.  It is possible that participants may have felt 

pressure to perform in a riskier manner on the task in response to meeting the presumed 

expectations of their peers’ predictions, again raising questions as to whether the “neutral” 

condition was really neutral.   

In her master’s thesis, Elfield (2014) also sought to address the lack of clear 

directions in Steinberg and Gardner’s (2015) “peer neutral” condition and simultaneously test 

the validity of Chicken as a laboratory assessment of risk taking.  Specifically, she largely 

replicated Gardner and Steinberg’s design with both adolescents (ages 12-16) and adults 

(aged 23-49), but she also (a) coded the peer interactions during task completion and (b) had 

participants complete a self-report measure of their own real-world risk taking behavior.  

Participants brought two same-age and same-gender peers with them to the laboratory.  

Participants and peers were told that they should work as a team to try to obtain the best 

possible score on the task.  They were paid for their participation but were also offered 

additional compensation based upon task performance.  Peers were not given any specific 

instructions on how to interact with the participant; however, peer and participant 

interactions were closely monitored and coded for “peer influence” and “affirmation.”  Peer 

influence was categorized as high influence, meaning that the peers greatly encouraged risk 

taking during the task, or low influence, wherein the peers did not encourage risk taking as 

much.  Affirmation referred to how often the participant sought the opinion or advice of the 

peers during task completion.   

Findings revealed (a) no significant difference between adolescents and adults on 

their risk taking, (b) no relationship between amount of peer influence and task performance, 

and (c) no relationship between task performance and participants’ scores on the pencil and 
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paper measure of real world risk taking behavior.  However, it is unclear how the inclusion of 

additional compensation based on task performance may have influenced participant 

behavior.  Creating a high-pressure situation may have resulted in participants reacting 

differently to risky situations than they normally do.  In addition, there was no “alone” 

condition.  Having participants across age groups also complete the task alone would have 

allowed for within-person comparisons of risk taking in the peer-present versus alone 

condition.   

Centifanti, Modecki, MacLellan, and Gowling (2014) suggested that the “peer 

present” condition in Gardner and Steinberg (2005) did not capture “mere presence” but 

rather captured “active” peer influence, wherein peers are actively giving verbal feedback to 

the participant about task performance.  In contrast, by their definition, “passive” peer 

influence would occur in the “mere” presence of peers wherein there is no interaction with 

the participant.  To address this, they randomly assigned participants to either a group (active 

peer influence) or an independent (passive peer influence) condition.  Those in the group 

condition completed a risk preference questionnaire and the Stoplight task with their two 

accompanying peers.  Participants and peers were allowed to converse freely throughout the 

entire process.  Those in the independent condition completed the same measures and the 

Stoplight task on their own at a computer with noise cancelling headphones on.  However, 

the peers were still in the room with the participant; they were at their own computer and 

there was no verbal interaction with their peers.   

Findings revealed a significant interaction of condition (passive versus active) and 

peers’ risk preference.  Specifically, those in the group condition (active peer influence) 

showed higher risk taking if their peers had high self-reported risk preference, and lower risk 
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taking if their peers had low self-reported risk preference.  Peers’ risk preference had no 

effect on participants’ risk taking in the independent condition (passive peer influence).  This 

suggests that the presence of peers is most influential when adolescents are receiving overt 

feedback from them, rather than simply in the mere presence of peers.  It also intimates that 

the influence is bi-directional, such that adolescents alter their behavior to align with what 

they think their peers will prefer, be it more or less risk.   

One possible shortcoming of this study was the way in which “mere presence” or 

passive peer influence was defined.  Although it is clear that being in a room with your peers 

is definitely some type of peer presence, in a real-world setting, peers would be able to 

directly view whatever behavior the adolescent was engaging in, thus creating a type of 

audience that the adolescent may feel compelled to perform a certain way for.  A more 

naturalistic way to envision mere presence might be to allow participants and peers to be in 

the same space and to interact, but to limit their conversation topics to strictly neutral subject 

matter, neither encouraging nor discouraging of risk taking.  Ideally, these conversation 

instructions would also omit the information that the task itself was assessing risk-taking, as 

this might serve as a confound.  For example, a cover story could be used wherein the peers 

would be told they were to observe their friend (the target participant) engage in game play 

and learn as much about the game as possible without explicitly mentioning the game in their 

conversations.  This would ensure that the content of the conversation would remain neutral 

(neither encouraging or discouraging risk-taking), while still maintaining a naturalistic flow 

of interaction.  The present study was designed to maintain these types of natural 

interactions. 
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To further explore the impact of mere peer presence on risk taking, Reynolds (2013) 

evaluated risk-taking among late adolescents (aged 18 to 20) using the BART task across 

three conditions: alone, with neutral peers, and with peers who encouraged risk-taking.  

Reynolds et al. predicted that peer presence alone would not increase risk taking; rather, 

overt encouragement from peers would be necessary to increase risk taking.  All participants 

came to the lab and completed BART once alone in a “baseline session.”  Participants 

returned to the lab one to three weeks later and were randomly assigned to one of three 

experimental conditions: alone, peer present, or encouraging peer.  Those assigned to either 

of the peer conditions were instructed to bring two same-age and same-gender peers with 

them to the lab.  In the peer present condition, peers were told to give no verbal or nonverbal 

feedback to participants during task completion.  In the encouraging peer condition, peers 

were told that they would be paid additional compensation if they could successfully 

encourage the participant to take more risks during the task.   

Across conditions, there were no significant differences in risk taking at time 1 when 

they completed the task alone; however, at time 2, there was a significant increase in risk 

taking from baseline to the experimental session, suggesting that repeated task exposure 

increases risk taking as measured by BART, regardless of the social context.  Comparisons 

between experimental conditions revealed that those in the encouraging peer condition took 

significantly more risks than those in the peer-present or alone condition.  No significant 

difference was found between the alone and peer-present condition.   

These findings contradict those of Gardner and Steinberg (2005) as well as Chein et 

al. (2011) by demonstrating that peer presence alone does not appear to increase risk taking.  

Reynolds et al. (2013) suggest that the differences in the findings may be attributable to the 
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differences in the task that was used to assess risk taking.  BART is likely a novel task for 

most people, which would suggest a lack of social norms surrounding how to perform the 

task.  That is, for the task of pumping up a balloon, there are no social norms that might 

implicitly influence performance, without overt pressure.  In contrast, tasks such as Chicken 

or Stoplight both simulate driving.  Driving is a known behavior that typically has 

established social norms surrounding it (e.g., fast driving makes you “cool”), and these 

norms may influence adolescents’ behavior.  Recall that in naturalistic settings, Simons-

Morton et al. (2005) found teen drivers engaged in riskier driving patterns when driving with 

a peer. 

Only one study thus far has included both BART and Stoplight as measures of risk 

taking.  A dissertation by Cowell (2013) examined the effect of peer presence on decision 

making.  Participants completed two “cold” cognition tasks (e.g., tasks that are typically 

independent of emotional influence), and two “hot” tasks (e.g., tasks that are heavily 

influenced by our emotional state).  BART and Stoplight were used as the two hot tasks.  

Participants completed all four tasks (order randomized) in an alone condition and then 

completed all four tasks again in a peer present condition.  In the alone condition participants 

completed the tasks in a computer lab among other participants, which would be comparable 

to the passive peer presence of Centifanti et al. (2014).  Participants were instructed to only 

focus on their tasks and not to look at anyone else’s screen.  In the peer present condition, 

three participants were randomly assigned to each other to form a triad.  The triad then went 

into a room together and took turns completing all four tasks again.  The triad was able to 

interact freely during this time.  Results revealed a significant increase in risk taking from the 
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alone condition to the peer present condition for BART, but no significant difference in risk 

taking between the alone and peer present condition for Stoplight.   

Cowell’s (2013) findings are in contrast to other above-mentioned studies (Chein et 

al., 2011; Gardner & Steinberg, 2005; Reynolds et al., 2013).  This inconsistency in findings 

may be explained by some of the possible methodological shortcomings of Cowell’s study’s 

design.  The alone condition was not a true alone condition, since participants were actually 

together in one room during the alone condition.  This could potentially be problematic for 

Stoplight, because as mentioned prior, this task may be particularly sensitive to the presence 

of peers.  Thus, completing it in a room with other people may have increased risk taking and 

possibly lessened the difference between the alone and peer present condition for this task.  

Another possible limitation was the vast amount of repeated task exposure.  Each participant 

was exposed to each task a total of four times, and there were four tasks.  Fatigue and order 

effects could have potentially influenced results.  

The effect of a peer passenger on male adolescent driving behavior was explored by 

Pradhan et al. (2014).  Their aim was to determine if driving with risk averse versus risk 

accepting passengers would differentially affect participants’ visual scanning during driving 

behavior.  Participants were randomly assigned to drive with confederate peers instructed to 

be risk averse or risk accepting.  Confederate peers portrayed themselves as risk averse or 

risk accepting by a series of comments they made prior to the driving task beginning.  For 

risk averse confederates, this included statements apologizing for lateness because of a 

tendency to drive slowly and cautiously, and for risk accepting confederates, an apology that 

included mention of a tendency to drive fast.  During the actual driving task, peers remained 
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silent so as not to distract the participant.  Participants completed the driving task once alone 

and once with their peer passenger, the order of which was counterbalanced.   

Results revealed that regardless of peer risk type (averse or accepting), the presence 

of a peer passenger significantly decreased the range of visual scanning during driving (i.e., 

increased risky driving).  One possible reason that there was no difference based upon peer 

risk type could be the lack of overt feedback during the actual driving task.  It is also unclear 

whether an effect may have been present, but was not strong enough to see a difference in 

visual scanning.  Perhaps a different outcome measure of risky driving, such as number of 

crashes or high speed would have shown a difference between peer risk type.  Finally, this 

task used confederate peers, rather than people the participant was actually friends with 

(Pradhan, 2014).   

Critique of Prior Studies’ Methodologies 

 All of the above-mentioned studies provide some support for the effect of peer 

presence on adolescent risk taking.  However, the inconsistencies between their 

methodological approaches and the limitations of each particular study make it hard to tease 

out whether peer presence alone encourages risk taking or if some form of active 

encouragement is needed.  Specially, more control is needed over the operationalization of 

“peer presence” by carefully controlling the interaction between peer and participant.  

Although Chein et al. (2011) somewhat successfully controlled for this, the small sample size 

and limited peer interaction (i.e., interaction over an intercom only) render their findings less 

robust than one would have hoped.  An additional element that varied throughout the above-

mentioned studies was the specific age groups recruited.  While some have included those as 
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young as 13 years old (Chein et al., 2011; Gardner & Steinberg, 2005), others have used 

those aged 18 and up (Reynolds et al., 2013).  As evident by the U.S. Census data mentioned 

previously, it may be beneficial to clearly differentiate between the subgroups of age brackets 

that exist within the more general term of adolescence, since risk taking behavior may vary 

between these age groups.  For the present study, late adolescents (aged 18-20) were the 

population of interest.   

 Another inconsistency between the above-mentioned studies was the task used to 

measure risk taking.  Because Stoplight and Chicken mirror the “real world” task of driving 

but BART does not, it may be beneficial to use Stoplight or Chicken as opposed to BART, as 

we might not expect to find the same results across the two paradigms.  This is further 

solidified by the fact that motor vehicle crashes are the leading cause of death among 

adolescents and young adults, and thus it would seem logical to include a risk-taking 

assessment that taps into that very behavior.  In addition, I further explored the hypothesis 

that peer presence increases risk-taking through its effect on emotional arousal, as set forth 

by Spear (2011). 

Summary of the Literature Relevant to the Present Hypotheses 

Research from experimentally based paradigms suggest that peers influence 

adolescents’ risk-taking in multiple ways.  However, methodological inconsistencies across 

the reviewed studies suggest that there continue to be unanswered questions about the 

circumstances under which peers influence adolescent outcomes and the mechanism of this 

influence.   
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Building upon previous research, the present study tested the following hypothesis: 

H1: The mere presence of peers would increase risk taking behavior.  As seen through 

previous research, the effect of peer presence on adolescent risk taking still remains 

somewhat ambiguous.  By clearly defining a neutral peer present condition (i.e., neither 

encouraging nor discouraging), the present study sought to determine if the mere presence of 

peers increased risk taking.  I anticipated that the presence of a peer would increase risk 

taking as compared to being alone.  This prediction was based upon previous literature which 

found existence of this effect (Chein et al., 2011), as well as social theories of peer influence 

that serve as possible explanations for said effect (Brechwald & Prinstein, 2011).   

As discussed previously, being in the presence of a peer should cue adolescents’ 

desire to adhere to social peer group norms.  Lacking any overt feedback from the peer, the 

adolescent would rely on broader perceived social norms of risk taking.  Since the task being 

used to assess risk taking in the present study was a simulated driving task, one would expect 

adolescents to rely on the social norms associated with driving from within their larger peer 

group (i.e., driving fast or driving more recklessly when with a friend, as found by Simons-

Morton et al. [2005]). 

The study also tested the following hypothesis: H2: The effect of peer presence on 

adolescent risk taking would be mediated by increased emotional arousal.  Building upon the 

idea set forth by Spear (2011) and further supported by Chein et al. (2011), this last 

hypothesis represented an attempt to understand the mechanism through which peer presence 

affects risk taking.  As Spear (2011) describes, adolescents are more emotionally reactive 

than adults, and socially stimulating events such as being in the presence of peers may 

heighten emotional arousal and impact subsequent decision making.  In combination with 



   

 18 

adolescents’ sensitivity to reward, emotional arousal may be heightened in the presence of 

peers.  This combination may result in a focus towards positive aspects or rewards of a risky 

situation with less attention given to possible adverse consequences.  Chein et al. (2011) were 

able to illustrate this concept through fMRI data that showed increased activation in reward 

related brain regions during peer presence among adolescents.  However, emotional arousal 

as indexed by physiological responses has yet to be examined within this paradigm.  Using 

skin conductance as a physiological measure of emotional arousal, which is a less invasive 

measure than fMRI, allowed for more naturalistic adolescent peer interactions while similarly 

measuring emotional reactivity.   
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CHAPTER 3: METHOD 

Participants  

Sixty late adolescents (aged 18-20; M = 18.6, SD = .72) were recruited from the 

Kansas City metropolitan area.  The sample was predominately female (73.3%).  Forty-six 

percent of participants identified as White, 32% Black, and 22% Asian or Pacific Islander.  

Participants were recruited via informational flyers that were posted in local businesses 

throughout the community, as well as at the University of Missouri - Kansas City (UMKC).  

The study was also advertised online via Facebook, Instagram, Nextdoor, Craigslist, and 

UMKC’s Psych Pool website.  Participants were instructed to bring one same-age and same-

gender peer with them to the lab.  Participants and their accompanying peer were each 

compensated a flat fee of $15.   

Procedures  

Participants were randomly assigned to either an alone or peer-present condition.  

Participants in both conditions were asked to bring one same-age and same-gender peer with 

them to the laboratory.  Participant-and-peer pairs that had been assigned to the alone 

condition were treated as two separate participants (i.e., both the initial participant and their 

friend completed the alone protocol separately).   

Upon arrival to the lab, all participants completed a baseline session of Stoplight 

alone, followed by a second session of Stoplight completed in the context of their respective 

experimental condition (i.e., alone or peer present).  During both the baseline and 

experimental session, participants’ emotional arousal was monitored through collection of 



   

 20 

their skin conductance levels.  All sessions were audio recorded to ensure study protocol was 

correctly followed.   

Electrode placement.  Participants were fitted with small electrodes on their index 

and middle finger of their non-dominant hand to monitor skin conductance to measure 

emotional arousal.  They were instructed to keep their non-dominant hand still throughout the 

duration of the experiment.  To prepare the skin for accurate recording, participants were 

instructed to wash their hands with soap and water so as to remove any excess dirt or oil.  A 

small amount of electrode paste was dabbed onto the finger pads where the electrodes were 

placed.  This same paste was inserted directly onto the electrodes to serve as the conductive 

medium between the skin and the electrodes.  The electrodes were placed on the tips of the 

finger pads and were secured with small velcro straps.  Measurements are described in a 

subsequent section. 

Alone condition.  Participants were seated at a desk with a computer from which the 

Stoplight task was administered.  Once properly fitted with skin conductance sensors, 

participants were given verbal instructions on how to complete the Stoplight task and shown 

a short demonstration of the game.  Participants completed 32 trials of Stoplight while alone, 

taking approximately 8 minutes.  After the alone session, participants completed an 

additional 32 trials in accordance with the experimental condition they were randomly 

assigned to: alone or peer present.  Those in the alone condition simply repeated the trials 

following the above-mentioned alone procedure.   

Peer-present condition.  Those in the peer present condition completed the 

additional 32 trials of Stoplight in the presence of their peer.  Prior to entering the room, 

peers were told a cover story in order for the participant-to-peer interaction to remain neutral 
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in regard to the participant’s task completion (see Appendix).  Peers were told that we were 

interested in seeing how much they could learn about the Stoplight task by simply watching 

their friend (the participant) complete a round of it.  Hence, they were told they could interact 

as they normally would with their friend, but to avoid any conversation about the task itself.  

This cover story was used as a means of eliminating any overt encouragement or 

discouragement of risk-taking on the task.  A list of appropriate conversation topics was 

provided to the peer, such as plans for the weekend, their classes, or what movies they might 

have seen recently.  Peers were then seated directly next to the participant, such that they had 

full visibility of the computer screen on which the task was being completed.   

Questionnaire.  Once participants completed the second session of trials, the peer 

was asked to leave the room again to allow the participant to complete a brief series of 

questions as a manipulation check, further described in the Measures section that follows.  

Participants completed these alone to reduce the possibility of responses being influenced by 

the presence of a peer.  Immediately after participants completed the questionnaire, the 

participant and their peer were compensated for their time.   

Measures  

Risk taking.  The Stoplight task (Steinberg et al., 2008) was used as a behavioral 

measure of risk taking.  The task is presented on a computer and is a simulated first person 

driving experience.  The goal of the task is to traverse down a straight track as quickly as 

possible.  A timer on the top of the screen alerts participants to the total time remaining, 

counting down from 8 minutes.  Each track contains 32 intersections that show a stoplight 

turning from green to yellow.  Each intersection is considered a trial.  Participants were told 
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that stopping at an intersection would result in a 3-second time delay.  They have the ability 

to brake at an intersection or continue (regardless of light color).  If they successfully make it 

through the intersection, they will not have any time delay.  However, they run the risk of 

getting into a collision if they run a yellow or red light.  Participants were told that getting 

into a collision would result in a 6-second time delay.  When a collision occurred, the 

window of the car will appeared cracked, and a loud noise similar to a car crash played.  

Saved task data gives time-stamped event markers for all trials.  Each event is reported in 

milliseconds elapsed.  The events reported for each trial are as follows: (a) start time, (b) 

when the light turns from green to yellow, (c) when the participant brakes, (d) when the light 

turns from yellow to red, and (e) when the participant crashes.  The order or presence of 

these events in any given trial are dependent upon participant task behavior.  For example, a 

trial in which a participant successfully runs the light would only show event markers for 

when the light turned from green to yellow and when the light turned from yellow to red, 

since the participant did not ever brake or crash.  Various combinations and orders of event 

markers are possible.  Risk taking on this task was calculated by taking the number of trials 

in which participants ran the light (either successfully or resulting in a crash) and dividing it 

by the total number of trials.  This behavioral task has been shown to correlate to real world 

health-risk behaviors among adolescents (Kim-Spoon et al., 2015).   

Emotional arousal.  Emotional arousal during the experiment was measured through 

skin conductance.  Skin conductance was measured through small electrodes placed on 

participants’ middle and index fingertips of their non-dominant hand, using the procedures 

described in the Procedures sub-section.  Increases in perspiration show increases in skin 

conductance, both of which are thought to be a good indication of emotional arousal (Figner 
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& Murphy, 2010; Mauss & Robinson, 2009).  The resulting skin conductance signal was 

processed by a Biopac MP150 bioamplifier and recorded using AcqKnowledge software 

version 4.2.  Skin conductance signal was recorded continuously throughout Stoplight task 

completion, and was time locked in order to align task related events with the skin 

conductance signal.   

Manipulation check.  A manipulation check was included to assess participants’ 

view of the interaction with their peer.  Participants were asked how much their friend 

encouraged or discouraged them to run lights on the task.  This was rated on a Likert scale of 

1, highly discouraged, 3, neither discouraged or encouraged, and 5, highly encouraged.  

This served as a manipulation check in that it was anticipated that participant ratings would 

reflect a lack of overt encouragement or discouragement from their peer given the 

experimental manipulation put in place to maintain a neutral participant-to-peer interaction.   

A second manipulation check item asked participants, “How many lights do you think 

your friend wanted you to run?  There were 32 lights total.”  A number scale ranging from 0 

to 32 was displayed under the question, and participants selected the number of their 

choosing.  This served as a manipulation check in that we expected participants to report 

their friend wanting them to run the same number of lights that they actually ran in the task, 

since they were receiving no encouragement or discouragement from their friend.   

Relationship to peer.  To assess the relationship between participants and the peer 

that accompanied them, two questions were asked.  The first required participants to rate how 

close they feel to their peer on a Likert scale ranging from 1, not close at all, to 5, very close.  

On average, participants in the current study reported being somewhat (moderately) close to 

the peer they brought with them (M = 3.93, SD = 1.26).  The second item asked participants 
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to rate how important their peer’s opinion is to them on a Likert scale ranging from 1, not at 

all, to 5, very much.  Results revealed that participants’ rating of importance of their peer’s 

opinion was somewhat (moderately) important (M = 3.97, SD = 1.13).  In accordance with 

social theories of peer influence, one would expect any effects found to be more robust for 

those who report a closer relationship to the accompanying peer (Brechwald & Prinstein, 

2011).   

Peer risk preference.  Participants completed one item on which they rated how 

risky they believed their accompanying peer to be.  “If your friend had done this task instead 

of you, how many lights do you think he/she would have run?  There were 32 lights total.”  A 

number scale ranging from 0 to 32 was displayed under the question, and participants 

selected the number of their choosing.  This allowed me as the researcher to assess 

participants’ perception of their peer in regard to their trait risk preference, which may be 

different than how the peer acted during the experiment.  Participants’ perception of their 

peer’s trait risk preference could potentially influence how they perform in the absence of 

overt feedback from said peer.  

Social norms.  Participants completed one item in which they rated how risky they 

thought other people their age would perform on the Stoplight task.  “How many lights do 

you think most people your age would run on this task?  There were 32 lights total.”  A 

number scale ranging from 0 to 32 was displayed under the question, and participants 

selected the number of their choosing.  In the absence of overt encouragement or 

discouragement from their peer, changes in participant risk-taking could be attributable to 

their perception of their peers’ trait risk preference, but also could be related to participants’ 

perceived social norms of other people their age.  This would represent the broader social 
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peer norms that adolescents are intrinsically motivated to conform to (Brechwald & 

Prinstein, 2011).   

Data Analysis 

 To address hypothesis 1 a mixed factorial (2X2) ANOVA was used, with group 

(alone or peer present) as a between subjects factor and session (session one being the first 32 

Stoplight trials, session two being the second 32 Stoplight trials) as a within subjects factor.  

Risk-taking was the outcome variable.  Results that would support this hypothesis would be 

an interaction between group and session: The change between session one and session two 

risk-taking should be higher in the peer presence condition than the alone condition (i.e., 

hypothesis 1) and smaller in the peer discouraging condition than either of the other two 

conditions (i.e., hypothesis 3). 

 To address hypothesis 2, we planned to run a mixed factorial (2X2) ANCOVA, with 

group (alone or peer present) as a between subjects factor and session (session one consisted 

of the first 32 Stoplight trials, session two consisted of the second 32 Stoplight trials) as a 

within subjects factor, with risk taking as the outcome variable and emotional arousal as a 

covariate.  If the effect of group on risk taking were smaller or non-significant with the 

addition of the covariate, this would indicate a mediation, wherein the effect of peer presence 

on risk taking would be mediated by emotional arousal.   
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CHAPTER 4: RESULTS 

Descriptive Statistics 

 In both the control and experimental group, risk-taking on the task showed a 

statistically significant decrease from session one to session two (see Table 1).  While this 

was not the directionality that I expected, I proceeded with my hypotheses testing.   

 

Table 1 

 

Means and Standard Deviations of Stoplight Risk Score for Session One and Two 

        Session  M SD 

Alone (Session 1) .33 .15 

Alone (Session 2) .22 .14 

Peer present (Session 1) .33 .16 

Peer present (Session 2) .21 .15 

 

Manipulation Check 

 Manipulation checks were included to assess participants’ view of the interaction 

with their peer.  Results of the first manipulation check confirmed that participants viewed 

the feedback from their peer to be largely neutral (M = 2.83, SD = .70).  A second 

manipulation check revealed that participants’ rating of how many lights they felt their peer 

wanted them to run was slightly lower than the actual number of lights they ran in the trail 

(Mpeerwanted = 4.63 compared to Mactual = 6.57).  Due to the potentially discouraging effect this 

perception could have had on participants’ risk-taking, this variable was included as a 

covariate in later analyses. 
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Peer Risk Preference 

Participants’ perception of their peer’s trait risk preference could potentially influence 

how they perform in the absence of overt feedback from said peer.  Results revealed that on 

average, participants anticipated their peers would run approximately seven lights if they had 

done the task themselves (M = 7.17, SD = 7.53).  This became of particular interest when 

used as a point of comparison to participants’ own risk behavior on the task.  During 

participants’ first session, when they were alone, the average number of lights run was 10.6.  

During their second session, when their peer was present in the room with them, the average 

number of lights run was 6.6.  It might be inferred that this decrease in risk-taking from 

session one to session two could be related to participants’ perception of their peer’s risk 

preference being lower than participants’ own initial level of risk-taking on the first trial of 

the tasks.  For this reason, the peer risk preference variable was included as a covariate in all 

further analyses.   

Social Norms 

In the absence of overt encouragement or discouragement from their peer, changes in 

participant risk-taking could be attributable to their perception of their peers’ trait risk 

preference, but also could be related to participants’ perceived social norms of other people 

their age.  This would represent the broader social peer norms that adolescents are 

intrinsically motivated to conform to (Brechwald & Prinstein, 2011).  Results revealed that 

participants rated others their age as having a higher risk preference than both themselves 

(i.e., participants own risk-taking behavior on the task) and their accompanying peer (i.e., 
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previously noted peer risk preference) (M = 12.73, SD = 7.02).  Hence, this variable was 

included in all further analyses as a covariate. 

Hypotheses 

Hypothesis 1 posited that the mere presence of a peer would increase risk-taking 

behavior among late adolescents.  To test this hypothesis, a mixed factorial (2X2) ANOVA 

was used, with group (alone or peer present) as a between subjects factor and session (session 

one being the first 32 Stoplight trials, session two being the second Stoplight 32 trials) as a 

within subjects factor.  Results that would have supported this hypothesis would be an 

interaction between group and session: The change between session one and session two 

risk-taking should be higher in the peer present condition than the alone condition.  However, 

I did not find support for this hypothesis.  Results revealed a significant main effect of 

session, F(1,58) = 133.05, p = .001, ηp
2 = .70, meaning that risk-taking did change over time 

across all participants.  However, there was no main effect of group, F(1,58) = .034, p = .86, 

ηp
2 = .001, and the interaction between group and session was non-significant, F(1,58) = 

.195, p = .66, ηp
2 = .003.   

These results suggest that while changes in risk-taking did occur over time, these 

changes were not a result of experimental condition assignment (i.e., alone or peer present), 

nor were they in the direction I predicted.  Contrary to expectation, risk-taking decreased as a 

function of time in both groups rather than increasing.  It should be noted that these null 

results were also found when hierarchical linear modeling (HLM) techniques were used to 

analyze the data.  The analysis was replicated using HLM, given that this mode of analysis is 

uniquely equipped to evaluate changes over time.  Particularly, HLM allows for more in-
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depth analyses surrounding the variance in slopes over time across multiple groups and time 

points.  However, since the results from that model corroborated those of the ANOVA, the 

details of the model are not reported here.  In sum, the presence of peers did not have a 

significant effect on participants’ risk-taking.   

The second hypothesis was intended to examine whether the effect of peer presence 

on adolescent risk taking was mediated by emotional arousal.  Given the lack of support for 

the first hypothesis, the second hypothesis, which was contingent upon the first hypothesis, 

was not tested. 

Exploratory Analyses 

 In an effort to further examine any individual fluctuations in risk-taking behavior of 

those in the peer-present condition specifically, I ran follow up analyses that included 

potential covariates.  A repeated measures ANCOVA was used, with session as the repeated 

measure and relationship to peer, peer risk preference, perceived peer influence (i.e., opinion 

of peer), and perceived risk preference of others their age (i.e., social norms) entered as 

covariates.  Results revealed that none of these covariate factors was able to significantly 

explain variance in change in risk-taking from session one to session two (see Table 2).   
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Table 2 

 

Tests of Within-subjects Effects 

 

Variable Type III 

SS 

df Mean 

square 

F Sig. Partial eta 

squared 

Session .003 1 .003   .770 .389 .031 

Closeness to peer .000 1 .000   .050 .825 .002 

Peer risk preference .000 1 .000   .142 .710 .006 

Manipulation check  .006 1 .006 1.825 .189 .071 

Opinion of peer .001 1 .001   .247 .624 .010 

Social norms .005 1 .005 1.508 .231 .059 
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CHAPTER 5: DISCUSSION 

The current project aimed to investigate the effects of peer presence on risk-taking 

behavior among late adolescents.  Much of the literature on this subject has been split, with 

some arguing the mere presence of a peer is enough to increase risk-taking (Chein et al., 

2011; Gardner & Steinberg, 2005) and others disputing this claim (Reynolds et al., 2013).  I 

hypothesized that the mere presence of a peer would be enough to increase risk-taking.  This 

prediction was largely based on previous findings of Gardner et al. (2005) as well as Chein et 

al. (2011).  Both aforementioned studies provided strong evidence of the influential power 

that peers have in terms of increasing adolescent risk-taking.  In these studies, an increase in 

risk-taking on a behavioral task occurred while adolescents were in the presence of their 

peers.  Hence, this evidence coupled with social theories of peer influence (Brechwald & 

Prinstein, 2011) led me to believe that the findings of the current study would also illustrate 

this effect.  However, I did not find support for this hypothesis.  There was no significant 

difference in risk-taking between those who completed the task alone versus those who 

completed it in the presence of a peer.  Additionally, within group comparisons revealed that 

for those in the peer present condition, their risk-taking actually decreased in the presence of 

a peer compared to their first trial of the task that was completed alone.  In sum, not only was 

the hypothesis of risk-taking increasing as a function of being in the presence of a peer not 

supported, but data from the current study in fact revealed that risk-taking as operationalized 

in the present study actually decreased in the presence of peers.   

 My second hypothesis was centered on emotional arousal as a proposed mechanism 

for the hypothesized effect of peer presence increasing risk-taking.  Given the lack of effect 

found in the current project, I was unable to accurately test whether emotional arousal was in 



   

 32 

fact the mechanism responsible for the peer presence risk-taking effect that has been found in 

previous studies.  Future research might focus on testing this mechanism in experimental 

paradigms that include overt encouragement of risk-taking from peers. 

 Despite lack of support for my main hypothesis, it does add an important contribution 

to the literature.  As previously stated, it is still unclear whether the mere presence of a peer, 

in the absence of overt encouragement, is enough to produce an increase in adolescent risk-

taking.  The results of this study may provide some further insight into that question.  Results 

of the present study, with a few methodological differences to previous studies, suggested 

that the mere presence of a peer is not enough to influence risk-taking.  To my knowledge, 

the current study is one of the few to carefully control for participant-peer interaction.  

Although Chein et al. (2011) controlled this interaction, it was in such a way that limited 

external validity (i.e., peers were not in the room with participants).  At the core of the 

current study was the goal to clearly define what “mere presence” of a peer looked like in an 

experimental setting for the purposes of clarity in this domain of research moving forward.  

My conceptualization of mere peer presence included (a) the presence of a peer in the same 

room as the target adolescent, (b) naturalistic conversation between peer and adolescent, and 

(c) controlled conversation topics such that overt encouragement or discouragement of risk-

taking were eliminated.  It is perhaps this level of specificity that may explain why my result 

differed from those who previously found an effect of peer presence on adolescent risk-

taking (Chein et al., 2011; Gardner et al., 2005). 
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Limitations 

One element of the current study that may have impacted results was the behavioral 

task used to assess risk-taking, the Stoplight task.  While this task has been used in the past 

and continues to be used for current assessments of risk-taking, anecdotally, I found it to be 

slightly problematic in a few regards.  Roughly a third of participants verbally reported to me 

their lack of interest in the task and felt it was “very boring.”  My concern is that participants 

were not engaged enough in the task to provide meaningful results.  That is, if a participant 

felt the task was boring, they may have absentmindedly completed it while in the presence of 

their peers.  After having completed it once already in private, they may have felt 

comfortable enough with the rules that they did not give it their full attention when their 

friend was in the room, instead, focusing on whatever conversations they were having with 

said friend.  While there is no way to test this confound, future research might focus on 

obtaining qualitative data from a focus group regarding the task. 

Limitations to the current study may have also impacted our results and should be 

noted for future research.  Specifically, the study’s sample size was smaller than anticipated.  

Power analyses at the outset of this project suggested a sample size of at least 100.  However, 

due to difficulties with participant recruitment, I was only able to collect usable data from 60 

participants.  Although it is difficult to know with absolute certainty why participant 

recruitment proved to be a particular challenge in the current study, there were a few issues 

that stood out.  First, the initial responses to adverts for the study were low, which I speculate 

may have something to do with the age range for eligibility being fairly restricted (e.g., 18-

20).  Another eligibility criterion that may have deterred some from participating was the 

requirement to bring along a peer.  Often times when in communication with potential 
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participants, the scheduling came to a stand-still when trying to coordinate not only the 

participant’s schedule but also that of their accompanying friend.  Future research should aim 

to have at least 100 individuals.   

Our sample was also disproportionately female, and while preliminary analyses 

indicated gender was not a significant covariate, it would still be preferable to have an 

equally representative sample as was seen in previous studies that examined the effect of peer 

presence on risk taking (Chein et al., 2015; Gardner & Steinberg, 2005).  Last, while the 

intent was to recruit a diverse community sample, our sample was largely comprised of 

White students from the University of Missouri – Kansas City.  This greatly limits the 

generalizability of our findings, given the lack of diversity within our subject group, both 

racially and in terms of life experience (e.g., college student vs. non college student).  

However, it should be noted that previous studies examining the effect of peer presence on 

risk-taking that have found both support of (Gardner & Steinberg, 2005) and a lack of 

support (Reynolds et al., 2013) for said effect both used samples consisting of college 

students.  As such, it is difficult to say at this time what influence this potential covariate has 

on risk-taking behavior in the context of these laboratory paradigms and their subsequent 

generalizability.   

Recommendations for Future Research 

Originally I had considered a third hypothesis along with a third group, a peer 

discouraging condition.  I posited that the change between session one and session two risk 

taking measurements should be higher in the peer presence condition than the alone 

condition (i.e., hypothesis 1) and smaller in the peer discouraging condition than either of the 
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other two conditions (i.e., the potential hypothesis 3).  In retrospect, seeing that the direction 

of peer influence in the present study was to decrease the behavior defined as risky, the peer 

discouraging condition seems more worthy of consideration.  Although there has been more 

focus on the ways in which peers may increase risk taking, there has been some research 

exploring the ways in which peers have the potential to decrease adolescent risky behavior, 

either through overt encouragement or through simply their mere presence.  As with 

encouragement, it seems reasonable to assume that peers might communicate their preference 

for “less risk” through communicated emotion (i.e., anxiety, anger) or direct verbal 

persuasion.  The potential for peers to discourage risk-taking would be a valuable public 

health resource.  Some studies using a peer passenger condition have suggested that peers 

may have the potential to decrease risky driving, through expressing risk aversion (Kim-

Spoon et al., 2015; Pradhan et al., 2014; Shepherd, Lane, Tapscott, & Gentile, 2011; Simons-

Morton et al., 2014) and risk-taking in the BART task (Parkinson, Phiri, & Simons, 2012).  I 

encourage researchers to consider both directions of peer influence in future research.  

Conclusion 

 In conclusion, the current study provides evidence that the effect of peer presence on 

adolescent risk-taking may function in such a way that overt encouragement of risk-taking 

from the peer is needed in order to see an increase in adolescent risk-taking.  Given that this 

study did not find support for the idea that mere presence of peers is enough to increase 

adolescent risk-taking, it will be interesting to see how others may continue to delineate this 

effect.  Perhaps more evidence will emerge in support of the idea that overt encouragement 

from peers is needed to increase risk-taking, rather than mere presence of peers.  In terms of 
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broad implications of the current findings, they provide some encouraging evidence of 

adolescents’ ability to withstand peer influence.  This means that heightened peer interactions 

do not always equate to an increased proclivity towards risk-taking.  In the absence of overt 

encouragement, adolescents seem to rely more on their own evaluation of risky scenarios, 

which is wonderful news in terms of real-world health risk behaviors.   
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APPENDIX: SCRIPT FOR INSTRUCTING PEERS  

 I used the following script to set up the experimental condition of peer presence as a 

comparison to the alone condition: 

Your friend, who is in the other room right now, will be completing a simulated 

driving task.  We are interested in how risky they perform on this task.  The task 

involves making a decision about whether or not to run a yellow stoplight.  They are 

going to complete the task alone first, and then the second time they complete the task 

we’ll ask you to join them in the room.  While you are with them, please talk to your 

friend naturally about subjects you would normally discuss such as school, social life, 

et cetera, but do not say anything to your friend about the task.  Specifically, do not 

say something that might encourage or discourage them from taking a risk and 

running the light.  Again, please talk with them just like you normally would, but 

keep the conversation topics unrelated to their task performance.  You can talk about 

your classes, plans for the weekend, or any other interests you may share.  Please 

remember it is very important that you do not comment on how they are driving in the 

task.  Your friend is unaware that you are being given these instructions, so it is very 

important that you do not share any of this information with them.  An audio 

recording will be taken while you are in the room with them to make sure that you are 

able to adhere to these directions.  Do you have any questions?   Are you ready to go?   
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