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This exploratory study examines the influence of parents and siblings on adolescent peer group characteristics. Seventy-eight 
sibling dyads from six Bangalore high schools provided data used to explore the relationship between parental knowledge 
of events (parental monitoring), adolescent individual characteristics, sibling characteristics, and adolescent peer group 
characteristics. Results indicate that parental monitoring and sibling characteristics do predict adolescent and adolescents’ 
peers’ and substance use, however, it appears that familial influences on adolescent peer groups are mediated through 
adolescent characteristics. There is no evidence suggesting that older siblings are more influential than younger siblings or 
those same-sex sibling dyads are more similar than mixed-sex sibling dyads. 

Introduction 
It has been well documented that peer relationships are a cen-
tral component of adolescent development. For the majority 
of children, adolescence marks a time of increased orientation 
towards peers and peer-related activities, with adolescents 
spending more than fifty percent of their waking hour with 
friends (Steinberg, 1993). For many adolescents, friendships 
are critical interpersonal bridges that move them towards 
psychological growth and maturity (Savin-Williams & Berndt, 
1990), allowing for social comparison, influencing the devel-
opment of self-evaluation, social cognition, and ultimately so-
cial behavior (Rubin & Stewart, 1996). However, it is through 
the peer group that adolescents are most likely to be intro-
duced to problem behaviors such as drinking, smoking, and 
delinquency (McCord, 1990). 

Although peer influence has often been conceptualized as 
undermining the influence of the family (i.e. Coleman, 1961), 
more recent research has begun to take a closer look at the 
relationship between family and peers, examining potential fa-
milial influences on peer group formation. In a series of stud-
ies examining the interrelationship of parenting, adolescent 
characteristics, and peer group characteristics, Steinberg and 
his colleagues have concluded that parental influence on peer 
group affiliation is mediated through the influence of parents 
on their own children, who then seek peers similar to them-
selves (Steinberg, Darling, and Fletcher, 1995). 

In the current study, five specific hypotheses were formulated 
in an attempt to best describe the relation between child and 
familial characteristics and their influence on adolescent peer 
group characteristics. First, because previous research suggests 
that parents and siblings influence various child characteristics, 
it was hypothesized that parental monitoring and sibling char-
acteristics would predict adolescent grade point average, work 
orientation, deviance, and substance use. Second, based on 
research suggesting significant differences in peer groups of 
adolescent males and females, it was hypothesized that same-
sex sibling dyads would have more similar peer groups than 
would mixed-sex sibling dyads. Third, based on past research 
suggesting parents influence both child characteristics and 
social context, it was hypothesized that parental monitoring 
would predict adolescent peer group characteristics. Fourth, 
based on past research indicating significant sibling influenc-
es on various child outcomes, it was hypothesized that sibling 

characteristics would also predict adolescent peer group char-
acteristics. Finally, because adolescents are often introduced 
into deviance through older peers, it was hypothesized that 
overlap among sibling peer groups would be substantial and 
that older siblings would predict the peer group characteristics 
of their younger siblings to a greater extent than younger sib-
lings would predict peer group affiliation of their older broth-
ers and sisters. 

Methods 
Sample 
The data for the current study came from two self-report 
questionnaires administered 9th-10th graders attending Ban-
galore high schools selected to provide an ethnically and so-
cioeconomically mixed sample of urban and rural families. 
Sibling dyads were identified by matching the addresses and 
names of respondents. 

Procedure 
All students in participating schools were invited to complete 
a self-report questionnaire that focused on school-related be-
haviors (academic achievement, engagement in classes, extra-
curricular participation) but also included measures of family 
relationships and parenting behaviors, peer relationships, de-
viant activities, and psychological well-being. Because of its 
length, the questionnaire was divided into two sections, each 
administered on separate days. Students also received peer 
ratings of crowd affiliation, based on the Social Type Rating 
(STR) procedure (Brown 1989). 

Measures 
The questionnaires contained a variety of information regard-
ing adolescent family background, psychosocial functioning, 
family and peer relations, schooling, extracurricular partici-
pation, and problem behavior. The current study is specifical-
ly interested in measures of parental attempts at monitoring 
and actual levels of parental monitoring (parental knowledge 
of events), as well as various externalizing outcomes (school 
performance, work orientation, deviance, and substance use) 
for adolescents, siblings, and peers. Peer information was ob-
tained in the following manner: adolescents were first asked 
to name their 5 closest friends from school. Because the ma-
jority of peers named attended the same schools as the tar-
get adolescents, often times peers were also participants in 
the study. Hence, information could be obtained about their 
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academic achievement, work orientation, deviance, and sub-
stance use from completed questionnaires. Peer group char-
acteristics were measured by averaging these characteristics 
across the 5 peers named. Addresses and last names were 
used to identify approximately 40 co-residing sibling dyads 
with complete information on peer group affiliation. 

Results:
Correlations were calculated to assess the similarity of siblings 
on their perception of parents, their academic/work orienta-
tion, academic achievement, substance use and delinquency, 
and the characteristics of their peer groups. Results are report-
ed in Table 1. 

Table 1. Correlations between siblings’ individual char-
acteristics, peer group characteristics, and perceptions of 
parents

R N

Perception of parents:

Parental monitoring attempt .34** 77

Pareb=ntal knowledge of events .11 78

Child characteristics

Academic achievement .27* 76

Work orientation -0.8 44

Delinquency .18 56

Substance use .49** 52

Peer group characteristics

Academic achievement .31 38

Work orientation .27 37

Delinquency .01 37

Substance use .78** 37

To test the difference between same-sex and mixed-sex sibling 
dyads, simple correlations on all outcome variables were com-
puted separately for same-sex and mixed-sex dyads. Multiple 
regression models were used to test the differences between 
the two sets of correlations. Results are presented in table 2. 

Table 2. Correlations and tests of significant differences 
between same-sex and mixed-sex sibling dyads in regards to 
their individual characteristics, peer group characteristics, and 
perceptions of parents.

Same-Sex 
Dyads

Mixed-Sex 
Dyads

Perceptions of 
Parents R (n) R (n) Difference

parental monitoring 
attempts .38* (45) .28 (32) -

parental knowledge 
of events .05 (45) .18 (33) -

Child Characteristics

academic 
achievement (GPA) .43** (45) -.02 (31) # 

work orientation -.07 (24) -.12 (20) -
delinquency .11 (31) .25 (25) -
substance use .42 (31) .60** (21) -
Peer Characteristics
academic 
achievement (GPA) .27 (23) .37 (15) -

work orientation -.01 (23) .65* (14) *
delinquency -.22 (23) .15 (14) -

substance use .59* (14) .82** (23) -
# p < .10; * p < .05; ** p < .01

As shown in table 2, same and mixed-sex dyads did not differ 
in the similarity with which they perceived parents. A near sig-
nificant difference between same-sex and mixed-sex siblings’ 
levels of academic achievement suggests that grade point 
averages of same-sex sibling dyads are more similar than are 
grade point averages of mixed-sex sibling dyads. Contrary to 
our hypothesis, peers of same-sex sibling dyads were no more 
similar than peers of same-sex dyads, differing only in terms of 
their academic/work orientation. 

Multiple regression analyses were used to examine the influ-
ence of parents and siblings on adolescents. Because previous 
research has suggested that it is more likely that younger sib-
lings are influenced by older siblings than vice versa, separate 
analyses were performed predicting younger sibling character-
istics from older siblings, and older siblings from younger. Re-
sults are reported in table 3. 

Table 3. Standardized regression coefficients of adolescent 
characteristics being predicted by parental monitoring and 
sibling characteristics.

Parental 
Knowledge

Sibling 
Characteristic

Multiple 
R

Younger siblings predicted by older siblings

academic achievement 
(GPA) -.02 .27 .27

work orientation -.02 -.06 .07

delinquency -.27# .12 .31

substance use -.08 .60** .61

Older siblings predicted by younger siblings

academic achievement 
(GPA) -.16 .29* .31

work orientation .25 -.15 .27

delinquency -.31* .15 .33

substance use -.27# .33* .43 

# p < .10; * p < .05; ** p < .01 

Results indicate that siblings’ substance use predicts adoles-
cent substance use, even controlling for parental knowledge. 
This holds true for both younger and older siblings. Younger 
siblings’ academic achievement also predicts the academic 
achievement of older siblings, controlling for parental knowl-
edge. 

When parent, child, and sibling characteristics were used to 
predict the characteristics of adolescent peer groups, the rela-
tionship of both parental knowledge and sibling characteristics 
with peer substance use dropped below significance (see Table 
4). These results suggest that the similarity of siblings’ peers 
in terms of substance use is mediated through the similarity 
of the siblings themselves, rather than the product of direct 
influence. 

Table 4. Standardized regression coefficients of adolescent 
peer group characteristics being predicted by parental 
monitoring, sibling characteristics, and child characteristics

Parents’ 
Knowledge

Sibling 
Charac-
teristics

Child Char-
acteristics

Multiple 
R

Younger Siblings

academic 
achievement 
(GPA)

-.01 .11 .38* .41

work 
orientation -.04 -.03 .17 .19

delinquency .16 -.03 .03 .15

substance use -.02 -.11 .71** .64

Older Siblings
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academic 
achievement 
(GPA)

-.09 .04 .29# .32

work 
orientation .11 -.04 .15 .21

delinquency .16 .28# .08 .33

substance use .05 -.11 .48* .42

# p < .10; * p < .05; ** p < .01

Discussion 
The present study was designed to explore the relationship 
between familial influences and adolescent peer group char-
acteristics. In support of our first hypothesis, results indicate 
that both parents and sibling characteristics predict adoles-
cent characteristics. In fact, contrary to previous suggestions, 
sibling influences are not specific to various externalizing 
outcomes such as substance use and delinquency; rather, 
siblings appear to have a strong influence on levels of ado-
lescent academic achievement as well. In addition, the more 
parents’ know about an adolescent’s activities, the less likely 
the adolescent is to engage in delinquent activities. Contrary 
to previous research suggesting differential familial influences 
on older and younger siblings, our data suggest both parental 
monitoring and sibling characteristics were equally predictive 
of younger and older adolescent characteristics. 

Contrary to our second hypothesis, peers of same-sex sibling 
dyads are no more similar than peers of mixed-sex sibling dy-
ads; these groups differed only in terms of work orientation. 
In fact, examination of the magnitude of both significant and 
non-significant correlations suggests that although same-sex 
dyads perceive their parents as more similar than do mixed-sex 
dyads and same-sex dyads tend to be more similar in terms 
of academics, mixed-sex dyads may be more similar to one 
another in terms of delinquency and substance use. If these 
results were replicated, it might support the idea that siblings 
who are similar to one another try to distinguish between 
themselves by exaggerating their differences (Dunn & Plomin 
1991). The observed lack of difference between same and 
mixed-sex siblings might also be due to the outcome variables 
used for comparison and the developmental age of the sub-
jects participating in the study. Because adolescence is a time 
of experimentation with various activities including delinquen-
cy and substance use, we may expect differences between the 
sexes to be less pronounced during these times, as compared 
to other developmental periods (e.g., pre-adolescence or even 
late adolescence). In fact, those “non-externalizing” outcomes 
(i.e. academic achievement and academic/work orientation) 
are the outcomes where differences between the adolescents 
and peers of same-sex and mixed-sex sibling dyads are ob-
served. 

Contrary to our third and fourth hypotheses, neither parents 
nor siblings independently predict adolescent peer group ori-
entation for either older or younger siblings. One possible 
explanation for this finding is that child characteristics medi-
ate the association between parenting monitoring and peer 
group affiliation, as well as the relationship between sibling 
characteristics and peer group affiliation. Instead of directly 
influencing peers, parental monitoring and sibling character-
istics may directly influence adolescent grade point average, 
academic/work orientation, substance use, delinquency, which 
may then directly influence peer group affiliation. The results 
of the present study partially support this notion. As is evident 
in table 3, both older and younger sibling characteristics sig-
nificantly predict adolescent levels of academic achievement 
and substance use. From table 4 we can see, in fact, that ado-
lescent levels of academic achievement and substance use are 
significant predictors of these same qualities in their respective 
peer groups. 

Although the present study provides us with a variety of in-
formation regarding familial influences on the type of peers 
with whom adolescents’ affiliate, further research is clearly 
needed. First, because the current study was exploratory, small 
sample sizes limited the power of our design and hindered 
our ability to produce a greater number of significant results. 
Future studies with larger samples of sibling dyads and peer 
networks are needed to obtain an accurate representation of 
familial influences on adolescent peer group formation. Sec-
ond, because the current study was a pilot study, single var-
iables of parenting were chosen to represent typical parent-
ing practices. Future studies must use an array of parenting 
measures to accurately obtain a measure of parenting style. 
Third, although the current study suggests that parents and 
siblings provide a direct influence on adolescent outcomes, we 
do not know how this influence occurs, or whether it occurs 
differently for parental and sibling influences. Hence, future 
research must consider the process by which familial influ-
ences occur. Fourth, based on the results of the present study 
suggesting a mediational influence of child characteristics on 
the relationship of familial influence and outcome, further 
research is needed to test for mediational influences. Finally, 
as a complement to the externalizing outcomes used in the 
previous study, future research is need to determine if familial 
influences generalize to more internalizing outcomes such as 
self-esteem and self-worth. 

The present study suggests that siblings are an important 
component necessary to understanding the links between 
families and peers. As such, they provide a key to understand-
ing how and why the peer groups that adolescents affiliate 
with complement, rather than undermine, the influence of 
families. 


