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Abstract. Academic motivation in adolescents is a significant force with the potential to affect their
future success, and peer influence plays a major role therein. Here we review this dichotomy, sifting
through the literature to consolidate recent findings and realign a field that has started to go in many
different directions. Moreover, our synthesis makes evident that peer influence is not a simple
dichotomous good-or-bad quality, but rather a friend group-level attribute with varying outcomes
based on the overall attitude and ways of interacting within such a group. In most cases, positive
influence works in a more subtle way, as it acts indirectly by increasing the confidence and
engagement of a student. Conversely, a very negative influence, particularly online, looms to drain
academic attention directly from the student. As a result, it presents a relatively comprehensive
framework for addressing this complex topic, as well as opportunities for future research in relation
to digital peer dynamics and more efficient interventions in the schools.
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1. Introduction

Adolescence is a unique time in human development, when the social world of a teenager
dramatically expands and the peer group emerges as a powerful new force [1]. While the family
system still plays a guiding role, peers often become the primary influence when it comes to shaping
personal beliefs, behavioral patterns, and life paths [2, 3]. For example, academic motivation (defined
as the inner drive to learn, overcome challenges and succeed academically in the long run) is not
fostered by itself but it is rather interwoven into an elaborate social network of relationships that
shapes with whom students learn [4, 5]. Moreover, as teenagers interact with peers on a minute-by-
minute basis and in a reciprocally reciprocal fashion, the quality of peer relationships becomes more
influential than that of parents for the daily attitudes and behaviors towards learning [6].

The reason why it is essential to merge theories on academic motivation (including Self-
Determination Theory, Social Cognitive Theory) with literature on peer relations such as
aforementioned roots in these classic frameworks [7, 8] providing recognition of academic motivation
as not exclusively a single stable characteristic embedded within an individual but constituted
continuously and collaboratively in the social interaction. Peers' words, attitudes, and academic
performance, and climate of the group fostered by peers all affect an adolescent's inclination to learn
as well as their level of investment via a variety of processes. Yet, despite being extensive, the body
of prior research is fragmented and limited in scope often confined to particular theoretical or
methodological silos [9]. The isolation of these research and policy domains inhibits the growth of a
metatheory that can combine all pathways, at once. One of the areas needing attention is the
understudy of peer influence as a reciprocal, dynamic phenomenon. Most cross-sectional studies treat
peer effects as static, unidirectional input and do not take into account the multidimensional interplay
of social selection and socialization processes during adolescence [9, 10].

Given these research gaps, we provide a systematic and critical synthesis of the existing literature
regarding peer influence with adolescent academic motivation in this review. We aim to go beyond a
simple compilation of isolated findings and develop an integrated top-down schema that illustrates
the basic processes, conditional moderators, and prospective directions of peer influence. Through
attaining this, thus the article aims to create a strong theory and knowledge base for scholars,
educators, and policy makers with additional understanding about how positive academic
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development can be enhanced through an in-depth understanding of the social forces that affect their
learning experiences.

2. Theoretical Foundations of Peer Influence

Establishing a strong theoretical background is one way to systematically disentangle the
complexity of peer influence. Different theoretical perspectives suggest different mechanisms by
which peers would influence the academic motivation of adolescents.

Social Cognitive Theory (SCT) by Albert Bandura presents one of the most cited mechanisms
surrounding peer influence [11]. In SCT, a model of triadic reciprocal determinism is proposed, in
which personal factors, environmental influences, and behavior all interact with each other
continuously. Many of Bandura's ideas are very relevant to peer effects. A central mechanism is
observational learning among adolescents, who learn knowledge and behaviors by observing the
action of models (their peers) and consequences that result. When one student learns that another has
been praised or received high grades through diligent study, the probability of the observer learning
in a similar way also increases [8]. A second key factor is self-efficacy—the extent to which people
believe they are capable of carrying out the actions needed to succeed at specific tasks [12]. The
observational learning paradigm is largely responsible for this phenomenon; observing a peer with
equivalent ability be successful in their undertaking can meaningfully contribute to an observer's self-
efficacy ("If they can do it, so can I") [8]. On the contrary, observing a peer's setback can decrease
this self-efficacy. Therefore, SCT offers a concise microlevel mechanism that accounts for the
internalization of peer behaviors and translates them into academic motivation through cognitive
mediators.

While grounded in the work of Jean Piaget and Lev Vygotsky, constructivist and sociocultural
theories complement SCT perspectives by offering a strong basis for viewing peers as active
participants in learning [13, 14]. According to Piaget, when students come into contact with peers of
different opinions, a state of cognitive conflict is caused and this results in a use/reuse of personal
ontologies leading to the cognitive development [15]. According to Vygotsky, ZPD is the
developmental level that one can achieve (with substantial help from peers/teachers) [14]. Within this
framework, collaborative learning goes beyond help and means a dynamic process of co-construction
of knowledge [13]. The discussions, debates and peer tutoring make it a contributory factor in
cognitive development as well as intrinsic motivation. These theories recognize the social nature of
learning, with motivation being well and truly lit, maintained and developed through active
engagement and interaction in a community of learners.

Precisely because of this, it is imperative that we analytically disaggregate the central constructs
associated with peer influence across the broader literature. Peer support includes any prosocial
behaviors perceived to benefit a peer that can be roughly categorized as emotional support (eg,
encouragement), informational support (eg, clarification of difficult concepts), and instrumental
support (eg, direct academic assistance) [16]. This means it is a buffer against the effects of academic
stress and anxiety [17]. Peer pressure, on the other hand, is a social power that leads to individual’s
yielding to group norms — either academic (proacademic peer pressure) or non-academic/
antiacademic (antiacademic peer pressure) [16]. In other words, when you do what everyone else is
doing for fear of being rejected, the peer pressure is working on a principle of social conformity: the
tendency for individuals to alter their beliefs or behaviors to align with those of a group to gain
acceptance or avoid rejection [18]. By definition, conformity is either good or bad based on the
standards of the peer group. Conformity to group norms is a major socializing force either promoting
academic effort when these norms support such efforts [18, 19], or conversely inhibits it — as in the
case where academic work, compared with alternative activities that gain more respect in the peer
groups, loses importance. Finally, the distinction between friendship (dyadic, intimate relationships
characterized by quality) and the broader peer group (an individual's social position within a wider
cohort such as popularity or network centrality) is pertinent. As a result, the scope of peers' influence
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is broad, since research has found that both referral group level and individual level has an impact on
it: the quality and quantity of friendship ties as well as academic performance of friends are positively
related with student's academic outcomes [20].

3. Mechanisms of Peer Influence on Academic Motivation

3.1. Promotive Mechanisms: Support, Collaboration, and Identification

When peers respond positively, it can increase the psychological capital that they have to work
with and hence contribute to their motivation and engagement with academic tasks. The social support
is one of the important mechanisms for this improvement. Support from peers also has a widespread
positive impact on academic performance: in recent research it was established that peer support can
be supportive to academic improvement through both direct as well as indirect pathways. A study
using structural equation model with Chinese middle school students has specifically shown that peer
support not only directly contributes to academic performance but also significantly influences
academic performance through two mediating paths: one is the influence of self-efficacy, and the
other is learning engagement [17]. The largest pathway through which social support exerted an
indirect effect on academic performance was via self-efficacy (indirect effect = 0.129), suggesting
that a key function of peer support is to build students' academic confidence. The pathway through
learning engagement was also significant (indirect effect = 0.092) [17]. This evidence strongly
suggests that the most transformative effects of peer support are not direct academic help, but
cultivating internal psychological capital — changing the way students see themselves and how willing
they are to put in work towards their goals [21].

Numerous studies have shown collaborative learning as an effective pedagogical method for
enhancing academic motivation [13]. This connection is supported by a large-scale four-year
longitudinal study conducted with American undergraduate students [13]. The same study also found
that the frequency of involvement in collaborative learning was positively associated with the degree
of rise in motivation for academic achievement after adjusting for sociodemographic variables. That
is, a one-standard-deviation increase in collaborative learning engagement was associated with an
average 0.34 standard deviation higher level of academic motivation by the time participants reached
the end of college (B=0.34, p<0.001) [13]. Crucially, this effect was consistent for students with
different racial/ethnic backgrounds raising the possibility that well designed modes of collaborative
learning enhance motivation (mindset effects) generally and can support an equity-based educational
intervention that benefits all student groups [13, 22].

The positioning of an individual within a peer social network and the relationships involved have
important implications for motivation and achievement as well. Research suggests there are several
dimensions of peer relationships associated with academic achievement, including the number of
friends/the quality of the friendships/their academic standing [20]. Students with high academic
performance typically occupy more central roles in their peer "advising network" [23]. The
interpreted observation highlights the two-directional nature of selection and socialization: high
motivated students select peers with similar motivation (selection), but benefiting from such a group
later enhances their own academic motivation (socialization).

3.2. Inhibitive Mechanisms: Pressure, Distraction, and Maladjustment

Conversely, negative peer interactions can suppress academic motivation by depleting
psychological resources and promoting maladaptive behaviors. When a peer group's norms are anti-
academic or indifferent to school, conformity pressure can lead individuals to adopt negative
academic attitudes and behaviors [16]. Association with peers who are rejected or exhibit delinquent
behavior can create a detrimental group effect that harms academic performance [20, 24]. Some
research using person-centered approaches has identified student profiles characterized by
"behavioral disengagement," where individuals withdraw from academic activities even if their
emotional and cognitive engagement remains at a certain level [25].
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The rise of digital interaction in the 21st century has introduced a whole new set of challenges.
The relationship between social media and academic performance is not one of simple cause and
effect; though it can be usefully leveraged as a source for educational materials, the vast majority of
publications covered in this review suggest that social media are a distraction, lessening study time
and simultaneously raising stress, which overall impacts negatively on academic outcomes [26]. In
an additional study, the frequency of use of social media for 3 to 4 hours a day was accompanied by
a significant risk factor for reduced sleep and school performance among adolescents [27]. Online
gaming addiction indicates an even more severe road to decreased motivation. For example, a study
of Chinese university students clearly established such links using structural equation modeling, with
online gaming addiction negatively and significantly (P <.001) influencing all three dimensions of
learning engagement: behavioral (f=-0.486), emotional (f=-0.430), and cognitive (f=-0.370) [28]. A
full mediation was found between gaming addiction & academic achievement motivation by Learning
engagement depletion [28]. Thus, the most important finding here is that addiction does not simply
"erode willpower," directly; but it depletes the fixed behavioral, emotional and cognitive resources
for learning which determine willpower in a separate way which results in an indirect decrease of
motivation.

Synthesizing these findings, the mechanisms of peer influence appear to be asymmetric. Positive
influences are often constructive, operating indirectly to build internal psychological resources like
self-efficacy and engagement through support and collaboration. Negative influences, especially in
the digital context, are often consumptive, operating more directly to deplete finite cognitive and
emotional resources through distraction and addiction. This can be conceptualized through a
"psychological resource allocation model," where adolescents have a limited budget of time, attention,
and emotional energy. Prosocial peer interactions help to accumulate and invest these resources, while
maladaptive peer environments continually withdraw from this reserve, leaving insufficient resources
for academic pursuits.

4. The Moderating Role of Context

4.1. Gender and Social Norms

Gender is a powerful moderator of peer influence, mostly through gendered norms and peer-based
social relationships. A global report by UNESCO, Leave No Child Behind: Global Report on Boys'
Disengagement from Education, prepared for the year 2022 contains systematic evidence that in
different parts of the world boys are at a higher risk than girls when it comes to repeating grades,
leaving school early and low performance [29]. Peer culture and gender norms play a key role here.
Traditional projections of masculinity are based on ideas from larger societal structures around key
values that are largely incongruent with the values encouraged in educational settings — e.g.,
compliance, hard work and unobtrusiveness [29]. In many peer groups of males, such behavior can
appear "unmasculine" or even "effeminate" and may result in external ridicule or social exclusion [29,
30]. This social stigmatization, grounded in cultural gender stereotypes, and pushed upon by peer
influence is a key contributor to males' lack of motivation for school. In addition, the report highlights
the extent to which boys suffer corporal punishment and physical bullying as boys, often due to a
peer and societal culture that expects them "to take it like a man", thus creating an inhospitable
environment for learning [29].

4.2. Socioeconomic Status (SES) and Family Background

The SES of the family is the background context for adolescents' development, most importantly
in his/her peer interactions because this particularly condition determines access to different resources
as parenting styles and also schools/neighborhoods quality [31]. It is common to correlate higher SES
families with more invaluably enriched educational resources and stable home environments,
increasing the likelihood that their children will be drawn towards peer groups who hold pro-
academic norms [32]. Conversely, youth from low-SES backgrounds may encounter greater life
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stressors and peer groups commonly reflect socio-economic status [33], with peers who experience
similar circumstances potentially facilitating norms that promote short-term rather than long-term
academic goals. Research on Asian students has shown that peer college aspiration largely explains
the family income gradient in educational performance, including grades, cognitive skills and
learning attitudes [34]. This indicates that a key pathway by means of which higher SES leads to
superior academic performance is by locating adolescents in more academically aspirational peer
contexts. So, peer group expectations become an important bridging mechanism between family
background and individual motivation. As evidence suggests that the “socioeconomic achievement
gap” is actually increasing globally [35], this can be seen as reproducing a vicious circle, functioning
as an “amplifier of inequality”. While more advantaged students benefit from positive peer influences,
less-advantaged students may be undermined by negative peer environments, leading to further
structural inequalities.

4.3. Cross-Cultural and Ethnic Contexts

Peer influences are experienced, acted out, and encouraged in a variety of patterns on different
cultural and ethnic lines. In cultures with strong pressure for social conformity, such as many
collectivist cultures, the need to maintain group harmony can amplify the effects of peer norms [9].
For example, in Lesotho boys are diverted from schooling by local traditions of herding and initiation
schools intersecting with peer influence [29], a point that the UNESCO report demonstrated. A lot of
the times, foreign born students tend to face a different type of challenge when they try to fit in with
masses. These groups often report low school belonging, associated with language barriers, cultural
differences and difficulty forming connection to native-born peers, which then may negatively affect
academic achievement [36]. But this result is not automatic. Overall, when schools create a positive
cultural diversity climate, they reduce these challenges, which enhances the sense of school belonging
in immigrant students and improves their academic achievement [37]. However, some ways of
providing educational experience can be separated from these circumstances. For example, the
positive effect of collaborative learning on motivation in the USA was replicated in a statewide
longitudinal study with students from a range of ethnic backgrounds [13], raising the possibility that
evidence-based pedagogies can be used as effective levers for promoting educational equity and
closing achievement gaps between students who experience differing levels of motivation due to their
respective social groups [13].

5. Methodological Evolution and Challenges

This turns out to be a significant landmine for the conclusions drawn from research on peer
influence, all of which depend heavily upon how one measures what. While the field has matured and
diversified its research methods in recent years, it still faces deep challenges.

The methodological toolkit has expanded to include many advanced designs intended to more fully
measure the complexity of peer influence. Such methods include longitudinal designs, SNA analyses
to identify the structure of peer relationships, qualitative interviews to explore experiences firsthand,
ESM procedures for practical processes in everyday life contexts, and experiments for establishing
causal relationships [9]. This methodological pluralism reflects a move in the discipline from basic
correlational accounts of associations to greater consideration of causal mechanisms and processes
over time.

Nonetheless, the most problematic methodological issue has yet to be solved: how to separate peer
influence (the socialization effect) from peer selection (homophily) [10]. Thus, it is often not clear
whether a given students motivation rose as the result of the good company they keep or because they
were already choosing friends with similar high-motivation tendencies. Many of the cross-sectional
studies reporting an association are unable to avoid ambiguous results because integrated effects of
two factors suggest an association without establishing causation. Such effects are inherently
confounded, and require the use of complex advanced statistical models such as stochastic actor-
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oriented models or better yet whole network-longitudinal social network analysis that can model both
the endogeneity in individual characteristics because they change over time during the life course,
but also dynamic selection effects in relationships [10].

Moreover, as discussed above academic motivation and peer relationships are not static but instead
mutually change over time in a continuous loop [9]. Most relevantly, however, when micro-processes
involve rapid, reciprocal exchanges like these ones (which will generally occur on the timescales of
hours or less), traditional longitudinal studies that space out measurements widely (e.g., annually) are
unlikely to capture them in a comprehensive way. Accordingly, there is a growing need for more
“fluid-like approaches”, such as intensive longitudinal studies or experience sampling methodology
(ESM), allowing for data collection hundreds of times per day over days, weeks, or months [9]. Those
designs would allow us to more specifically bound the real-time covariance between motivation and
peer interactions. However, these techniques are computationally expensive and significantly rarer in
the state of the art. In addition to these methods, person-centered approaches such as Latent Profile
Analysis (LPA) are becoming more widespread [25]. These groups (or profiles) of students with
specific features (for example, "fully engaged" or "behaviorally disengaged") were identified instead
of searching for universal laws that held across all students. By examining response to peer influence
across these profiles, more subtle insights of individual differences and potential tools for
personalized/interventions that are effective can be developed. In light of these challenges, future
research should prioritize long-term longitudinal designs to truly map these co-evolutionary
trajectories, systematically investigate peer dynamics in the digital frontier, and advance intervention
science to develop and evaluate robust, context-sensitive programs that can be implemented in diverse
school settings.

6. Conclusion

This systematic review of recent literature demonstrates the potency, multi-dimensionality and
context-sensitivity of peer influence on adolescent academic motivation. The key findings suggest a
dual nature of its processes: Constructive peer interactions, with an array of interpersonal advantages,
mainly operate as indirect impacts to generate higher levels of internal psychological assets (such as
e.g., self-efficacy and learning engagement), whereas destructive circumstances—prominently
observed in the digital realm—are consumptive forces which are depleting finite cognitive and
emotional resources needed for student learning. Whether this is a good or a bad thing depends not
on the conformity per se but on what it is you are conforming too. Moreover, peer influence acts as a
crucial mediator and amplifier within a wider social ecosystem that funnels structural factors (i.e.
gender norms; socioeconomic status; cultural background) — perpetuating even more pronounced
social inequalities. These findings suggest that future theoretical models should incorporate a
comprehensive, multi-level social ecological framework that explains the bidirectional association
between time dynamic changes in motivation and peer relations. For educators, these results point to
the need of moving away from a passive perspective on peers towards an active promotion of positive
peer influence by e.g. integrating collaborative learning into pedagogical practices, and simultaneous
implementation of systematic context-sensitive interventions in order to release negative pressures
such as digital multitasking and cyberbullying providing secure and motivational pathways for all
students.
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