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ABSTRACT 

Peer pressure is a critical factor affecting adolescents' choices, often leading to decisions that prioritize social conformity over 

personal benefit. A survey of adolescents (n=108, mean age=15.5 years) was administered to measure how peer pressure impacts 

decision-making in various social scenarios, particularly focusing on situations modelled by game theory concepts. The findings 

reveal that peer pressure significantly influences adolescents to make decisions that align with group expectations, even when 

such choices may not be individually optimal. The analysis indicates that students frequently choose to conform to peer 

expectations, which supports game theory predictions about cooperative and competitive behaviours in social dilemmas. The role 

of peer dynamics played in shaping adolescents’ decision-making process was suggested. The need for measures that can help 

adolescents develop better decision-making skills under peer pressure was highlighted. Valuable insight was provided for 

educators, parents and policy-makers aiming to support adolescents in navigating complex social interactions. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Adolescence is a pivotal stage of development characterized by significant physical, emotional, and social changes (Steinberg, 

2014). One of the most influential aspects of this period is the heightened sensitivity to peer pressure (Brown et al., 2009). Peer 

groups play a crucial role in shaping adolescents' behaviours, attitudes, and decisions (Wentzel, 2016). As adolescents strive to 

establish their identities and gain acceptance from their peers, they often face scenarios where they must balance personal values 

against group expectations. This study seeks to explore the dynamics of peer pressure on decision-making among high school 

students through the analytical lens of game theory. 

Game theory, a mathematical framework for understanding strategic interactions among rational decision-makers (Myerson, 1991), 

provides a valuable perspective for analysing how individuals make decisions in social contexts. Concepts such as the Prisoner's 

Dilemma, coordination games, and social dilemmas offer insights into the mechanisms behind cooperation, competition, and 
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conflict in group settings. By applying game theory to adolescent behaviour, this research aims to understand how peer pressure 

influences decision-making processes and outcomes. 

Peer pressure can manifest in various forms, ranging from direct persuasion to subtle cues and implicit expectations (Prinstein, 

2008). Adolescents often encounter situations where they must choose between conforming to peer norms or acting independently. 

These decisions can have significant implications for their social standing, self-esteem, and overall well-being (Allen, 2008).  

Understanding the impact of peer pressure is essential for developing strategies to support adolescents in making informed and 

autonomous choices. 

High school students, in particular, are at a critical juncture where peer pressure can significantly shape their decision-making. As 

they navigate the complexities of social relationships, academic demands, and future aspirations, the choices they make are often 

influenced by their desire to fit in and be accepted by their peers. This study focuses on high school students to capture the unique 

challenges and pressures they face in their daily lives (Crosnoe, 2011). 

The relevance of this study is underscored by the growing body of literature highlighting the pervasive effects of peer pressure on 

adolescents’ behaviour.  

In summary, this study seeks to bridge the gap between psychological theories of peer influence and mathematical models of 

decision-making. By integrating game theory into the analysis of adolescent behaviour, the research aims to provide a 

comprehensive understanding of how peer pressure affects decision-making in high school students. The insights gained from this 

study have the potential to inform practical strategies for fostering resilience and independent thinking among adolescents, 

ultimately contributing to their overall development and well-being.  

2. LITERATURE REVIEW 

2.1 Peer Pressure and Adolescent Behaviour 

Peer pressure significantly influences adolescent behaviour, shaping both their immediate decisions and long-term trajectories 

(Steinberg, 2007). Adolescence is a critical developmental period characterized by a heightened sensitivity to social influences as 

teenagers strive for acceptance and belonging within their peer groups (Brown, 2004). 

Positive Peer Pressure 

Positive peer pressure can lead adolescents to engage in beneficial behaviours that support their development and well-being. Peer 

groups can promote academic success, involvement in extracurricular activities, and adherence to positive social norms (Ryan, 

2001). For example, Brown et al. (1986) found that adolescents with academically oriented peer groups tend to achieve higher 

grades and are more likely to engage in school activities. This form of peer influence fosters a supportive environment where 

students feel encouraged to pursue their goals and develop healthy habits. Positive peer pressure can also enhance social skills and 

emotional intelligence, as peers model and reinforce prosocial behaviours such as cooperation, empathy, and effective 

communication (Wentzel, 1991).  

Negative Peer Pressure 

Conversely, negative peer pressure can lead to detrimental behaviours, particularly in risk-taking and conformity to negative group 

norms. Adolescents may feel compelled to engage in activities such as substance abuse, truancy, or delinquency to gain acceptance 

or avoid rejection by their peers. Steinberg and Monahan (2007) highlight that adolescents are especially vulnerable to peer pressure 

in contexts involving risk, where the desire for social approval can outweigh considerations of safety and long-term consequences. 

Negative peer pressure can also impact academic performance and school engagement. Students may skip classes, neglect 

assignments, or disengage from learning activities to align with the attitudes of their peer group. The influence of negative peer 

pressure can create a cycle of poor decision-making that undermines adolescents’ academic and personal development. 
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Understanding the mechanisms and effects of negative peer pressure is crucial for developing interventions that help adolescents 

resist harmful influences and make healthier choices (Prinstein, 2008). 

2.2 Game Theory and Decision-Making 

Game theory offers a robust framework for analysing strategic decision-making in social contexts where individuals’ choices are 

interdependent. Key game theory concepts such as the Prisoner’s Dilemma and coordination games provide valuable insights into 

how peer pressure influences adolescent behaviour. 

The Prisoner’s Dilemma 

The Prisoner’s Dilemma exemplifies the tension between individual and collective interests, illustrating how cooperation can lead 

to mutual benefits but also how self-interest can result in suboptimal outcomes. In this scenario, two individuals must decide whether 

to cooperate or betray each other, with the outcomes contingent on their combined choices. Van Lange et al. (1997) apply this model 

to adolescent behaviour, showing that peer pressure often drives students to conform to group norms, even when acting 

independently might yield better personal outcomes. 

In high school settings, students frequently encounter situations akin to the Prisoner’s Dilemma. For instance, they might face 

decisions about whether to join in on group misbehaviour or adhere to personal principles. Peer pressure can compel students to 

conform to group actions to maintain social harmony and avoid ostracism, highlighting the powerful role of social influence in 

decision-making. Game theory helps to elucidate these dynamics by providing a structured way to analyse the costs and benefits 

associated with different choices under peer pressure. 

Coordination Games 

Coordination games focus on the necessity of aligning choices to achieve optimal group outcomes, emphasizing the importance of 

mutual expectations and trust in decision-making. Camerer and Knez (1996) discuss how adolescents engage in coordination games 

in their daily interactions, such as organizing group activities or working on collaborative projects. Peer pressure can significantly 

impact these coordination efforts, as students strive to align their actions with those of their peers to achieve a cohesive group effort. 

3. METHODOLOGY 

3.1 Participant Selection 

The target population consists of high school students (n=108, mean age=15.5yrs) aged 14-18 years from various urban and 

suburban areas in India. A stratified random sampling technique was employed to ensure a representative sample that mirrors the 

broader student demographic in terms of gender, age, academic performance, and socio-economic status. 

3.2 Survey Development and Instrument Design 

3.2.1 Instrument Design: 

The survey is designed to capture data on students’ decision-making processes under peer pressure using game theory models as 

the framework. It consists of two main sections: 

1. Demographic Information: 

 Collects basic details such as age, gender, academic performance, and socioeconomic background to contextualize the 

results. 

2. Peer Pressure Scenarios: 

 Hypothetical scenarios modelled on game theory concepts, particularly the Prisoner’s Dilemma and coordination games. 

Each scenario describes a social situation involving peer pressure, requiring students to choose a course of action and follow-up 

choices based on hypothetical responses from peers. 
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3.2.2 Peer Pressure Scenarios 

The survey includes detailed peer pressure scenarios based on game theory models. These scenarios are designed to simulate real-

life situations where students must make decisions influenced by their peers. 

1. The Prisoner’s Dilemma Scenario (See Fig. 1): 

 

Fig. 1: The Prisoner’s Dilemma 

Scenario Description: 

Two friends, A and B, have been caught skipping class. The school administration has no solid proof but has decided to question 

them separately. Both friends have two options: confess (betray the other) or remain silent (cooperate with the other). 

• If both confess, each will receive a moderate punishment (e.g., detention for a week). 

• If one confesses and the other remains silent, the confessor will go free, and the silent one will receive a severe 

punishment (e.g., suspension for a week). 

• If both remain silent, they will both receive a light punishment (e.g., a warning). 

Survey Questions: 

1. What would you do in this situation? 

• Confess 

• Remain silent 

2. If your friend confessed and you remained silent, what would your next move be? 

• Confront your friend 

• Accept the punishment 

Purpose: 

This scenario aims to examine how peer pressure influences the decision to cooperate or betray under uncertain outcomes. It assesses 

the tendency to prioritize self-interest over mutual benefit or the fear of peer judgment. 

2. Coordination Game Scenario (See Fig. 2):  

 

Fig. 2: Coordination Game 
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Scenario Description: 

You and your classmates are planning a group project that requires everyone to agree on a single topic to achieve the best grade. 

There are two topics under consideration: Topic X and Topic Y. You personally prefer Topic X, but most of your close friends 

favour Topic Y. 

• If everyone chooses the same topic, the group will receive the highest possible grade. 

• If the group is split between topics, the grade will be significantly lower. 

Survey Questions: 

1. Which topic would you vote for? 

• Topic X 

• Topic Y 

2. If most of your friends vote for Topic Y and you vote for Topic X, what would your next move be? 

• Try to convince them to choose Topic X 

• Go along with Topic Y to maintain harmony 

Purpose: 

This scenario explores how peer pressure affects coordination and consensus-building. It evaluates whether students are willing to 

compromise their preferences to align with the majority for a collective benefit. 

3. Social Conformity Scenario: 

Scenario Description: 

During a class discussion, your teacher asks for opinions on a controversial issue. The majority of your classmates express a 

particular viewpoint (Viewpoint A), which you disagree with. You have the option to either agree with the majority or express your 

own differing opinion (Viewpoint B). 

• Agreeing with the majority will make you more socially accepted but might compromise your personal beliefs. 

• Expressing your own opinion could lead to social exclusion but will maintain your integrity. 

Survey Questions: 

1. What would you do in this situation? 

• Agree with the majority (Viewpoint A) 

• Express your own opinion (Viewpoint B) 

2. If after expressing your own opinion (Viewpoint B) you faced social exclusion, what would your next move be? 

• Conform to the majority opinion next time 

• Continue to express your own opinions 

Purpose: 

This scenario aims to assess the impact of peer pressure on social conformity and individual integrity. It examines the balance 

between the desire for social acceptance and the adherence to personal values. 

3.2.3 Data Collection Procedure 

The survey was administered online to ensure wide reach and convenience for participants. Students were invited to complete the 

survey through a secure online platform, ensuring confidentiality and anonymity. The data was automatically collected and stored 

securely for analysis. 
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3.2.4      Ethical Considerations 

Informed Consent & Confidentiality 

Informed consent was obtained from all participants and their parents or guardians. Participants were informed about the study’s 

purpose but not the research question, the voluntary nature of their participation, and their right to withdraw at any time without 

penalty. 

Participant anonymity was strictly maintained. Data was securely stored, with access only to the author.  

4. RESULTS 

4.1 Participant Demographics 

A total of 108 high school students participated in the survey. The mean age of the participants was 15.5 years. The demographic 

breakdown is as follows: 

• Gender: 60 males, 48 females 

• Age Range: 14-18 years 

• Academic Performance: A mix of high, average, and low academic performers 

• Socioeconomic Status: Diverse backgrounds, ranging from low to high socioeconomic status 

4.2 Descriptive Statistics 

4.2.1 Prisoner’s Dilemma Scenario (See Fig. 3)  

 

Fig. 3: Prisoner’s Dilemma Scenario Results 

Initial Decision: 

• Confess: 66 students (61.1%) 

• Remain Silent: 42 students (38.9%) 

Follow-Up Decision (if friend confessed): 

• Confront friend: 75 students (69.4%) 

• Accept punishment: 33 students (30.6%) 

Explanation: 

The majority of students chose to confess, indicating a tendency towards self-preservation when faced with potential punishment. 

The high rate of confrontation in the follow-up decision suggests that betrayal by a peer prompts a desire for accountability or 

confrontation. 

4.2.2 Coordination Game Scenario (See Fig. 4) 
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Fig. 4: Coordination Game Scenario Results 

Initial Decision: 

• Vote for Topic X: 39 students (36.1%) 

• Vote for Topic Y: 69 students (63.9%) 

Follow-Up Decision (if friends voted differently): 

• Try to convince for Topic X: 24 students (22.2%) 

• Go along with Topic Y: 84 students (77.8%) 

Explanation: 

Most students opted to vote for the majority-favoured topic, reflecting a strong inclination to align with group preferences. In the 

follow-up decision, 77.8% of the people chose to maintain harmony by going along with the majority, emphasizing the weight of 

peer influence in group decision-making. 

4.2.3 Social Conformity Scenario (See Fig. 5) 

 

Fig. 5: Social Conformity Scenario Results 

Initial Decision: 

• Agree with the majority (Viewpoint A): 72 students (66.7%) 

• Express your own opinion (Viewpoint B): 36 students (33.3%) 

Follow-Up Decision (if faced with social exclusion): 

• Conform next time: 60 students (55.6%) 

• Continue to express own opinions: 48 students (44.4%) 

Explanation: 
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A significant number of students chose to agree with the majority initially, demonstrating the pressure to conform for social 

acceptance. However, the follow-up decision showed a notable split, with nearly half of the students indicating a willingness to 

continue expressing their own opinions despite social exclusion, highlighting individual resilience against peer pressure. 

5. ANALYSIS 

5.1 Prisoner’s Dilemma Scenario: 

The results of the Prisoner’s Dilemma scenario offer intriguing insights into the interplay between self-interest and social dynamics 

in decision-making among high school students. The majority of participants opted to confess, reflecting a tendency towards self-

preservation when faced with potential punishment. This inclination towards confession suggests a prioritization of personal 

outcomes over loyalty to peers, a phenomenon commonly observed in real-world situations where individuals prioritize avoiding 

severe consequences (Gross, 2000). 

Furthermore, the high rate of subsequent confrontation with the friend who confessed points to individual ethics and group 

dynamics. Furthermore, by confronting their friends who confessed, 69.4% of the adolescents displayed a strong sense of justice or 

retribution.  This response displays the importance of interpersonal relationships even in situations where personal interests are at 

stake. This shows the multifaceted nature of decision-making under pressure. 

5.2 Coordination Game Scenario: 

The findings from the Coordination Game scenario shed light on the intricate balance between individual preferences and group 

cohesion in collaborative decision-making settings. The initial distribution of votes showed a clear tendency among students to align 

their choices with the majority, indicating a strong influence of peer preferences on individual decision-making. This conformity to 

group norms shows the desire for social acceptance and the importance of maintaining harmony within the group. 

The inclination towards conformity in the follow-up question highlights the powerful influence of peer pressure in shaping 

individual behaviour and decision-making strategies, even in scenarios where personal stakes may be relatively low. 

5.3 Social Conformity Scenario: 

The outcomes of the Social Conformity scenario provide insights into the ways in which high school students navigate the tension 

between social acceptance and personal beliefs. The initial decision to agree with the majority viewpoint reflects the influence of 

social pressure on individual opinions, highlighting the desire for belonging and acceptance within peer groups.  

Overall, the Social Conformity results highlight the ways in which high school students navigate peer pressure within social 

contexts. 

6. CONCLUSION 

The study highlights the significant impact of peer pressure on the decision-making processes of adolescents. Using game theory 

scenarios such as the Prisoner’s Dilemma, the research reveals a strong tendency among adolescents to conform to group 

expectations, even when these decisions may conflict with their personal interests. 

The findings from the survey indicate that a majority of students choose to confess, prioritizing self-preservation. This choice reflects 

the influence of potential punishment over loyalty to peers. Moreover, the high rate of confrontation following a friend’s betrayal 

underscores the complex balance between self-interest and moral values within peer relationships. 

In the Coordination Game scenario, the results show that most students align their decisions with the majority, indicating a 

significant influence of peer preferences in collaborative settings. The follow-up decisions, where students overwhelmingly chose 

to go along with the majority, emphasize the importance of group cohesion and the powerful role of social conformity in shaping 

individual behaviour. 
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The Social Conformity scenario illustrates the varied responses of adolescents to peer pressure. While a significant number of 

students initially conform to the majority viewpoint, the follow-up decisions reveal a near-equal split between those who continue 

to conform and those who choose to maintain their individuality despite potential social exclusion. This finding highlights the 

diverse strategies adolescents employ to navigate social pressures and the importance of fostering resilience and independent 

thinking. 

Combining these statistical insights with theoretical analysis, the study underscores the need for targeted interventions to help 

adolescents develop better decision-making skills in the presence of peer pressure. By creating environments that encourage 

independent thought, resilience against negative peer influences, and ethical decision-making, educators, parents, and policymakers 

can support healthier decision-making patterns among high school students. 

The findings of this study are expected to contribute to the broader understanding of adolescent behaviour and the role of peer 

dynamics in shaping decision-making. By identifying patterns and correlates of peer-influenced decision-making, the research can 

inform interventions aimed at promoting healthy and autonomous choices among high school students. Educational programs, 

parental guidance, and peer support initiatives can be tailored to address the specific challenges identified in this study. 
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