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a b s t r a c t

Adolescents are particularly susceptible to social influence. Here, we investigated the effect
of social influence on risk perception in 590 participants aged eight to fifty-nine-years
tested in the United Kingdom. Participants rated the riskiness of everyday situations,
were then informed about the rating of these situations from a (fictitious) social-influence
group consisting of teenagers or adults, and then re-evaluated the situation. Our first aim
was to attempt to replicate our previous finding that young adolescents are influenced
more by teenagers than by adults. Second, we investigated the social-influence effect when
the social-influence group's rating was more, or less, risky than the participants' own risk
rating. Younger participants were more strongly influenced by teenagers than by adults, but
only when teenagers rated a situation as more risky than did participants. This suggests
that stereotypical characteristics of the social-influence group e risk-prone teenagers -
interact with social influence on risk perception.

© 2017 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd on behalf of The Foundation for Pro-
fessionals in Services for Adolescents. This is an open access article under the CC BY license

(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/).

1. Introduction

Other people's beliefs and actions can have a significant impact on our own behaviour. A large body of work has shown
that people change their behaviour in order to fit in with others (Berns, Capra, Moore, & Noussair, 2010; Zaki, Schirmer, &
Mitchell, 2011). It has been suggested that people sometimes correct their behaviour and use others' actions as a guideline
because they assume that other people's behaviour is more accurate or correct (informational conformity; Deutsch & Gerard,
1955). People also adjust their behaviour due to social norms or the pursuit of acceptance (normative conformity; Deutsch &
Gerard, 1955). The degree of conformity is age-dependent, with children and young adolescents showing a higher suscep-
tibility to social influence than adults (Costanzo & Shaw, 1966; Hoving, Hamm, & Galvin, 1969; Knoll, Magis-Weinberg,
Speekenbrink, & Blakemore, 2015).

Adolescence is a period of life during which we become less family-centred and spend more time with friends (Brown,
1990). The amount of time spent with same-sex peers increases between childhood and adolescence, until mid-
adolescence (around age 14), when it appears to peak (Lam, McHale, & Crouter, 2014). What their peers think about them
starts to have more influence on adolescents' (13e17 years) evaluation of their social and personal worth as compared with
children aged 10e12 years (O'Brien & Bierman, 1988). Peers influence decision-making in adolescence: for example, young
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andmid-adolescents are more likely to engage in risky behaviour whenwith their peers thanwhen alone (Dishion& Tipsord,
2011; Gardner& Steinberg, 2005). It has been proposed that this heightened peer influence is partly due to adolescents being
hypersensitive to peer rejection (Peake, Dishion, Stormshak, Moore,& Pfeifer, 2013; Sebastian, Viding,Williams,& Blakemore,
2010; Somerville, 2013) and possibly also to social approval (Foulkes& Blakemore, 2016). This is proposed to lead adolescents
to make decisions in the pursuit of social acceptance and avoidance of social exclusion (Blakemore & Mills, 2013; Knoll et al.,
2015).

In a previous study, we investigated age-related changes of social influence on risk perception from late childhood through
adulthood in a large group of participants aged between 8 and 59 years (Knoll et al., 2015). Participants were asked to rate the
riskiness of everyday situations and were then presented with (fictitious) risk ratings of the same situations from other
people, either teenagers or adults. Participants were then asked to rate the riskiness of the situations again. The results showed
that all age groups were influenced by other people's opinions: participants of all ages changed their initial risk ratings in the
direction of other people's ratings, but this social-influence effect was highest in late childhood and decreased with age. The
results also indicated that, while children and adults weremore influenced by the opinions of adults, young adolescents (aged
12e14 years) changed their ratings more towards the ratings of teenagers than towards the ratings of adults. In the current
study, we employed the paradigm used in Knoll et al. (2015) and asked a new cohort of 590 participants (aged 8e59 years and
divided into five age groups, as in the previous study) to rate the riskiness of everyday situations before and after being shown
risk ratings from adults or teenagers. Our first aim was to investigate whether our previous findings could be replicated in a
new sample. Specifically, we predicted that the social-influence effect would decrease with age and that young adolescents
would be more influenced by teenagers than by adults (peer influence hypothesis).

In our previous study, we suggested that the social-influence effect was due to young adolescents wanting to be accepted
by their peer group, rather than trusting the ratings of teenagers more than those of adults (Knoll et al., 2015). Other studies
have indicated that adolescents' real risk-taking behaviour is affected by their perception of their peers' risk-taking behaviour.
For example, a study by D'Amico and McCarthy (2006) demonstrated that perceived peer use of cannabis consumption
predicted both onset and extent of cannabis use in young/mid-adolescents (aged 10e15 years). Furthermore, Helms et al.
(2014) found that mid-adolescents (aged 16 years) often misperceive the degree of risk-taking behaviour of their peers
and this misperception is suggested to predict adolescents' own risk behaviour. It could be that adolescents overestimate the
risk-taking behaviour of their peers due to the idea that adolescents are generally more risk-taking than other age groups,
which is a common stereotype of ‘typical’ adolescents.

The second aim of the current study was to investigate whether the social-influence effect would depend on the direction
of other people's risk ratings. Specifically, we analysed the extent to which participants' risk ratings are affected by whether
other people (either teenagers or adults) rated the situations as less or more risky than did the participants. To this end, we
separately analysed situations that were rated as less risky, or more risky, by the participants than by the social-influence
groups. Wewere interested in three hypotheses: (i) the degree of social-influence would decrease with age in both directions
i.e. when the provided rating of other people was higher than the participants' rating andwhen it was lower (directional social
influence hypothesis); (ii) the directional social-influence effect would be different depending on the social influence group
(teenagers or adults; directional peer influence hypothesis); and (iii) this directional peer influence would be different between
participant age groups (age-dependent peer influence hypothesis). Specifically, we predicted that, because of stereotypes about
teenage risk-taking, participants would bemore likely to increase their risk ratings of a situation if teenagers rate the situation
as more risky than they did. This might particularly be the case for young adolescents, who were previously found to be more
influenced by teenagers than by adults (Knoll et al., 2015).

2. Method

2.1. Participants

Participants were visitors to the Science Museum in London, UK, on nine days in May and June 2016. Participants were
recruited through information screens around the museum publicising the study, and by researchers inviting visitors to take
part. Data from 590 participants (mean age ¼ 22.4 years, SD ¼ 11.6, age range ¼ 8e59 years; 316 females, 274 males) were
included in the analyses. Data from 24 additional participants were excluded because their responses were incomplete, they
were interrupted by other visitors during the task or they volunteered information about being diagnosed with a develop-
mental condition, such as autism or dyslexia. Data from 15 participants were excluded because their age was outside our
chosen age range (the same age range as in the previous study by Knoll et al., 2015).

Participants were divided into five age groups, as in the prior study by Knoll et al. (2015): 110 children (48 females, mean
age: 9.6 years, age range: 8e11), 63 young adolescents (31 females, mean age: 12.8 years, age range: 12e14), 61 mid-
adolescents (40 females, mean age: 16.8 years, age range: 15e18), 193 young adults (111 females, mean age: 21.6 years,
age range: 19e25), and 163 adults (86 females, mean age: 37.9 years, age range: 26e59). Informed consent was obtained from
participants older than 15 years old and from parents of participants under 16 years old. Participants were not compensated
for taking part in the study; the study was advertised as an opportunity to volunteer in a real science experiment. The study
was carried out in accordance with UCL Research Ethics Guidelines and approved by the University College London ethics
committee.

L.J. Knoll et al. / Journal of Adolescence 60 (2017) 53e6354



https://isiarticles.com/article/137067

