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This study examined the relative influence of the best friends and social crowds 
of  older adolescents on cigarette smoking. The data were examined to 
determine if there were differences in influence as a function of sex, conformity, 
or the mutuality of the friendship. This study used a longitudinal design that 
enabled the separation of the effects of peer influence from those of selective 
association. The results" showed that social crowds" differed in mean level of 
cigarette smoking~ with burnouts" smoking the most and jock/preps smoking 
the least. The majority of best friendships were homogeneous for social crowd. 
Best friend influence predicted change in cigarette smoking over a one-year 
period, while social crowd influence appeared to be minimal. Conformity was 
positively related to susceptibility to peer influence, although mutuality of the 
friendship and sex of the subject were not. 

INTRODUCTION 

Peer  influence is widely believed to be a cause of both desirable and 
undesirable behaviors, attitudes, and values in adolescents (Cohen, 1983, 
Davies and Kandel, 1981, Kandel, 1985). Very little is known, however, 
about  how influence is actually transmitted among peers. For example, ado- 
lescents know and associate with many other adolescents, but we do not 
know which peers are the major sources of influence. 
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There is some  evidence in the literature to suggest that best friends 
are more influential than other friends for drinking (Braucht, 1980) and 
for smoking (Lanese et al., 1972). However, Kandel et al. (1978) suggest 
that the peer  group as a whole may be more influential than the best friend 
for marijuana use. 

The social crowd has received recent attention as an aspect of the 
peer  network thata may be influential in adolescent substance use. Eckert  
(1989) argues that jocks (or the popular crowd) and burnouts are the major 
social crowds in most schools, and views their norms as developing in op- 
position to one another, i.e., the jocks do not smoke because the burnouts 
do. Several cross-sectional studies have found behavioral differences be- 
tween members of different crowds suggesting different crowd norms for 
substance use. Riester and Zucker (1968) found a strong relationship be- 
tween social crowd membership and adolescent alcohol use. Alcohol, 
coffee, and cigarette use was found to differ by social crowd by Mosbach 
and Leventhal (1988). 

Brown (1989) states that, while best friend dyads and cliques are in- 
teraction-based groupings, crowds are reputation-based groupings whose 
members may not interact with each other much. He suggests that, because 
they have different bases, influence from the two sources may operate dif- 
ferently. Dunphy (1963), on the other  hand, views social crowds as a 
collection of cliques. This implies an interaction basis for the crowds. In 
fact, some crowds may be both interaction and reputation based. Jocks and 
burnouts are more likely to be interaction based than such crowds as loners 
and nerds. The latter appear to be characterizations of individuals rather 
than groups. No study, to this point, has looked at the relationships between 
dyads, cliques, and social crowds to determine to what extent social crowds 
are made up of individuals in regular interaction with one another. There  
is little basis, then, on which to make predictions about the relative influ- 
ence of crowds and best friends. Best friendships, because they probably 
involve more contact, may be more influential. On the other hand, if, as 
Brown (1989) asserts, an important part of the adolescent's identity derives 
from the social crowd, the social crowd may be a very powerful influence 
in the adolescent's life. 

Peer influence may be moderated by other variables. Sex has fre- 
quently been suggested to be a moderator ,  although evidence for sex 
differences has not been consistently found (Eagly, 1983). Another  possible 
moderator  is whether or not a friendship is reciprocal or mutual. Epstein 
(1983) found that mutual best friends appear to exert more influence on 
one another than do unilateral friends. She argues that mutual best friends 
are likely to spend more time together and have a more intense relation- 
ship, and thus more opportunity to influence one another. On the other 
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hand, Urberg and Deqirmencioglu (1990) found that adolescents whose 
friendship choices were not reciprocated were more influenced by their 
friend's values than were those in mutual relationships. They argue that 
the power asymmetry implied by the unreciprocated friendship may place 
more pressure to change on the person who wants the friendship than on 
the adolescent who does not. 

Conformity is another variable that may affect how readily an ado- 
lescent is influenced by a peer. This is explicit in the Behavioral Intention 
Model of Ajzen and Fishbein (1970). In this model, intention to engage 
in a behavior is viewed as a function of (among other terms) the individual's 
beliefs about what others think of the behavior weighted by the individual's 
motivation to comply with these others. Thus, the model indicates that 
those who care most about doing what others want should be most easily 
influenced by others. 

There  are methodological difficulties in measuring peer  influence. 
Similarity between adolescents at any one time point may be due either to 
similar adolescents choosing each other as friends (selective association), 
or to initially dissimilar adolescents choosing each other as friends and be- 
coming more similar as a result of the association (peer influence). Several 
studies (Cohen, 1977; Epstein, 1983; Kandel, 1978a,b) have found that both 
influence and selection contribute to similarity among adolescents and pre- 
adolescents. 

Cohen (1983) suggests that peer influence may lead either to stability 
or change in an attitude or behavior, depending on the initial similarity 
between the adolescents. That is, if two adolescent friends were very similar 
on the amount they smoked, peer influence would be expected to anchor 
their behavior and there would be little change over time in their smoking 
behavior. On the other hand, if they were quite different in the amount 
that they smoked, one or both would be expected to change in the direction 
of their friend. 

Cohen's view suggests that using the discrepancy between the adoles- 
cents' smoking and that of their friends would serve as a measure of peer 
influence relatively unconfounded with selective association. It is uncon- 
founded because, regardless of how similar the adolescents may be as a 
result of selection, only the differences between them are expected to lead 
to change. The more discrepant the level of smoking, the more the pressure 
for one or both of the adolescents to change their behavior to more closely 
match that of their friend. 

A source of potential error in measuring peer influence is the use 
of the adolescents' perceptions of their friends' attitudes or behavior as 
a measure  of inf luence.  T h e r e  is growing evidence  that  use of  the 
adolescents' perceptions of their friends will result in errors in estimating 
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influence. Several recent studies (Davies and Kandel, 1981; Sherman et  al., 
1983; Wilcox and Udry, 1986; Urberg et al., 1990) find that adolescents 
perceive their  friends to be much more similar to themselves than is 
actually the case. In this study, information about the adolescents' friends 
and social crowd are derived from the friends' self-reports of behavior 
rather than from the adolescents' perceptions of their friends' behavior. 
This should minimize bias due to the adolescents overestimating how 
similar they are to friends. 

The purposes of this study were to examine the relative influence of 
two aspects of adolescents' social networks, best friend dyads, and their 
social crowd, on adolescent cigarette smoking. The data will be examined 
to determine if there are differences in influence as a function of sex, con- 
formity, or the mutuality of the friendship. This study uses a longitudinal 
design that enables the separation of the effects of peer influence from 
those of selective association. 

METHOD 

As part of a larger study, a questionnaire was administered to all l l t h  
graders in the high school in Year 1. A passive consent form was used. 
About 1% of the parents refused permission for their child to participate, 
and another 1% of the students refused to participate on the day of the 
study or turned in unusable forms. The questionnaire was given in school 
during class time and a saliva sample was collected. The students were told 
that an analysis of the saliva sample would reveal how much they had 
smoked in the past week. Students were asked to write down the names 
of their two best friends in their grade in their school, and the data for 
each student was matched to that of the first-listed best friend. If no match 
could be made to the friend listed first, an attempt was made to match to 
the friend listed second. About 70% of the students could be matched to 
the first-listed friend. Overall, 85% of the subjects were matched to a 
friend. In Year 2, a shortened form of the questionnaire was given to about 
half of the 12th graders in the high school. This was because each semester 
only half of the 12th grade was in a required class. Our follow-up was done 
in the spring, and only half of the 12th-grade sample was available. 

Subjects 

The sample consisted of 324 predominantly middle-class students in 
a midwestern suburban school system. These were subjects who were 
matched to a friend in Year 1 and were also present in Year 2. This sample 
was 49.1% male, 50.9% female, and 96.2% white. The majority of the 
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nonwhite students were Oriental. The Year 1 subjects who could not be 
matched to a friend did not differ from those who could be matched on 
sex, grade,  e thnic  background,  or on amoun t  smoked (mul t ivar ia te  
F = 0.639, p = .699). 

Measures 

Social crowd names were collected by 
dividually interviewing twenty 11th graders. 
chosen randomly from study halls and some 
students who would know about the social 

going into the school and in- 
Some of the informants were 
were suggested by teachers as 
climate of the school. Social 

crowds were described to the students, all of  whom indicated that they 
knew of social crowds at the school. Only crowd names that were men- 
tioned by at least five of the informants were included on the questionnaire. 
The seven names used were (1) brains, (2) jocks, (3) burnouts, (4) preps, 
(5) radicals, (6) average, and (7) punk. The subject was asked to check the 
crowd that most people would think that he or she belonged to. This meth- 
odology is similar to what others have used (Clasen and Brown, 1985; 
Mosbach and Levanthal, 1988). Brown, Clasen, and Neiss (1987) report 
that there is good agreement between adolescent's and peer's reports of 
the adolescent's social crowd. 

Conformity was measured by the mean of two questions used by 
Ajzen and Fishbein (1970) to measure conformity. They were "How im- 
portant is it to you to do what your best friend wants you to do?" and 
"How important is it to you to do what your other friends want you to 
do?" A 5-point scale was used for the responses. Chronbach alpha = .78, 
mean = 2.61, SD = 1.56. 

Cigarette smoking was measured by the questionnaire item, "How 
many cigarettes did you smoke last week?" (mean = 9.26, SD = 24.69). 
The saliva sample analyses of the subjects were not used in the present 
analyses as an index of smoking, because saliva thiocyanate is not sensitive 
enough to reliably detect  individual differences in cigarette smoking 
(Pechacek et al., 1984). However, collecting the sample probably served as 
a bogus pipeline (Jones and Sigal, 1971) to increase the accuracy of the 
subject's report of his or her smoking. 

Best friendships were defined as mutual if the friend chosen by the 
subject in Year 1 also named the subject as best friend, and nonmutual if 
someone other than the subject was named. The Year 2 friendships were 
not coded, since predicting Year 2 smoking from Year 1 friendship vari- 
ables was the focus of the analyses. 

Peer influence from the best friend was measured by using the signed 
difference between the self-reported smoking of the best friend and the 
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adolescent at Time 1. Peer influence from the social crowd was measured 
by using the Time 1 difference between the adolescent and the mean level 
of smoking of people who identified themselves as belonging to the same 
social crowd as did the adolescent. Thus, if the best friend smokes more 
than the subject in Year 1, we would predict an increase in smoking from 
Year 1 to Year 2 for the subject; if the best friend smokes less we would 
predict a decrease in subject smoking. 

RESULTS 

Four  crowds (burnouts, average, jocks, and preps) accounted for 
most of the subjects '  self-reported crowd membership.  Af ter  fur ther  
discussion with students at the school, radicals and punks were combined 
with burnouts, and the jocks and preps were combined. The informants 
indicated that, at this school, the preps were the female counterparts of 
the jocks, and that the radicals and punks were subgroups of burnouts. 
The brains were such a small group that they were eliminated from these 
analyses. This left three major groups; burnouts, average, and jock/preps. 
Burnouts (60% male) were 17.3% of the sample, jock/preps (60% male) 
were 26.1% of the sample, while average (38% male) made up 56.6% of 
the sample. 

Social crowd groupings were examined for differences in the mean 
levels of smoking. The mean level of cigarette smoking differed significantly 
among these three groups (F = 24.58, df = 2,322, p = .00). Mean weekly 
levels of smoking for the three groups were as follows: burnouts, 44.5 ciga- 
rettes; average, 11.0 cigarettes; jock/preps 4.4 cigarettes. The subgroups 
combined did not differ significantly in level of smoking. 

Social crowd groupings were also examined for differences in the 
number  of mutual friendships and the level of conformity. Chi-square 
analyses showed no difference in number of mutual friendships across so- 
cial c rowd (Z 2 = 1.97, p = .372). However ,  an analysis of variance 
comparing conformity across the three social crowds found that burnouts 
were significantly lower in conformity than either the jock/prep or the av- 
erage crowds, which did not differ from each other (F = 6.07, df = 2,314, 
p = .025). Mean conformity for the groups were jock/preps = 1.96, aver- 
age = 1.86, burnouts = 1.50. 

A cross tabulation of self-reported social crowd membership for the 
adolescents and the person they named as their best friend was performed 
to examine the homogeneity of the social crowds. This cross tabulation can 
be seen in Table I. The results indicate significant association between the 
social crowd of the adolescents and that of their best friend (X = 161.23, 
df = 4, p = .000). For  all crowds, 50%-70% of  the fr iendship pairs 
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Table I. Cross Tabulation of Adolescent and Best Friend Social Crowds a 
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Best friend 

Adolescent Jock/prep Average Burnout 

Jock/prep 60.0 33.3 6.7 
Average 14.3 70.0 15.7 
Burnout 11.3 37.2 51.5 

a Numbers are row percents. 

belonged to the same crowd. Jock/preps and burnouts named friends who 
saw themselves as average 30%-40% of the time, but they named each 
other as friends only about 10% of the time. 

P e e r  I n f l u e n c e  

To examine the relative impact of the best friend and social crowd 
influence, a hierarchical regression was performed. Year  2 cigarette smok- 
ing was the dependent  variable. Year  1 cigarette smoking, sex, mutuality, 
and conformity were entered first as a block. This controlled for differences 
due to sex, mutuality, and conformity, and controlled for the stability of  
smoking over time. Failure to control for stability can result in considerable 
overestimation of influence (Gollob and Richardt, 1987). The best friend 
influence variable was entered second followed by its interaction with sex, 
with mutuality, and with conformity. The social crowd influence variable 
was entered sixth followed by its interaction with sex and with conformity. 
A significant interaction would indicate that peer influence differed accord- 
ing to sex, mutuality, or conformity. Since mutuality was defined with 
respect to the best friend, it was not included as an interactant with social 
crowd. 

Difference scores or change scores have had a bad reputation for a 
number  of years (Cronbach and Furby, 1970), although a recent paper  sug- 
gests the problems may not be as great in many circumstances as originally 
thought (Rugosa et al., 1982). The major recent concern has been one of 
reliability, since a difference score may be less reliable than the component  
scores. In the hierarchical regressions presented here, the statistical test 
for R 2 change is identical whether the difference score is used as just de- 
scribed or whether the friend variable is used alone as the peer influence 
variable. This is because using the adolescent 's Year  1 value as the first 
term of the hierarchical regression accounts for all the variance due to 
friend similarity. The betas differ slightly, but the conclusions are identical. 
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Table II. Hierarchical Regression Predicting Year 2 Smoking from Best Friend and Social 
Crowd Influence, and Their Interactions with Sex, Mutuality, and Conformity 

Significance 
Variable R 2 change F change of change 13 

Year 1 smoking, sex, mutuality, 
and conformity .452 29.232 .000 .672 

Best ~iend influence .025 6.590 .011 .174 
By sex .001 .313 .577 .060 
By conformity .017 4.723 .031 -.2076 
By mutuality .000 .137 .712 .033 

Social crowd influence .000 .006 .936 .098 
By sex .001 .295 588 .074 
By conformity .000 .014 .904 .009 

The results reported here are based on the difference scores because it 
emphasizes the fact that only the variance in Year 2 smoking not due to 
initial similarity is being attributed to peer influence. 

The results of the hierarchical regression can be seen in Table II. 
Not surprisingly, the first block entered, including the stability variable, was 
highly significant. The best friend peer influence variable and its interaction 
with conformity were the only other variables to add significant increments 
of explained variance. Influence from the social crowd appeared to make 
no contribution to prediction of Year 2 smoking. Since the adolescent and 
best friend were frequently members of the same social crowd, and shared 
variance is attributed to the variable entered first in the regression equa- 
tion, the order of entry could be masking some effects due to social crowd. 
Accordingly, the analysis was rerun with the social crowd influence variable 
and its interactions entered before the best friend influence variable and 
its interactions. The results of this analysis were essentially the same as the 
first analysis; only best friend influence and its interaction with conformity 
added any significant increment of explained variance in predicting Year 2 
smoking over the block including Year 1 smoking. 

To clarify the interaction of best friend influence and conformity, 
analyses were run separately for the low and high conformers. Since mu- 
tuality of  the friendship and sex made no significant contr ibut ion to 
prediction, they were left out of the analysis. For those high in conformity, 
best friend peer influence was a significant predictor of smoking (/3 = .53, 
13 = .23, t = 3.34, p = .001). For those low in conformity, peer influence 
was not a significant predictor (B = .16, [3 = .114, t = 1.39, p = .167). 
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Since conformity differed by social crowd, it is possible that social 
crowd could moderate the results of peer influence. That is, peer influence 
could differ by social crowd. To test this hypothesis, a regression was run 
including conformity, social crowd, Year 1 smoking, best friend influence, 
and the interactions of best friend influence with conformity and with social 
crowd. The results replicated the previously reported analysis. Best friend 
influence and the interaction of best friend influence with conformity were 
the only significant effects over and above Year 1 smoking. The interaction 
of social crowd and best friend influence added no significant predictability 
entered either before or after the interaction of best friend influence and 
conformity. 

DISCUSSION 

Best friends, rather than social crowd, appeared to be the major 
source of influence in cigarette smoking in the older adolescents in this 
sample. This appears to contradict the suggestions of some previous studies 
(Braucht, 1980; Mosbach and Leventhal, 1988). Eckert's (1989) statement 
that cigarette smoking is used as a sign of burnout status also implies that 
social crowd should exert an influence on cigarette smoking. Cigarette 
smoking and conformity did differ by social crowd, with burnouts lower on 
conformity and smoking almost four times as much as any other social 
crowd. However, change over the one-year period was predicted only by 
best friend not social crowd influence. Further, the amount of influence 
did not differ by social crowd. 

There are several possible explanations for this finding. First, the pre- 
vious studies have been cross sectional. As pointed out earlier, similarity 
is a function both of influence and selection of friends who are like the 
sell Thus, a finding of similarity between social crowd members does not 
demonstrate that influence has occurred. Further, best friends are usually 
members of the same social crowd as the adolescent. This means that, if 
only social crowd is examined, influence from best friends may be attributed 
to the social crowd. 

It is also possible that the results might be different with a different 
age group. Berndt (1979) and others (Urberg et aL, 1990) have found 
that influence from peers appears to peak in early adolescence. Brown 
(1989) has argued that early adolescents take some of their identity from 
their social crowd. If this is so, it suggests an influential role for the social 
crowd in early adolescence. Brown et al. (1986) and Shrum and Cheek 
(1987) have presented evidence suggesting that social groupings become 
less important in later adolescence. Thus, later adolescence may not be 
the peak time for influence from either best friends or social crowds. 
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However,  keep in mind that these adolescents easily recognized the con- 
cept of social crowd, and easily named social crowds in their school. 
Clearly more studies are needed to track the influence of different parts 
of the peer  network across time and across different content  areas that 
might be influenced. 

Finally, any errors made in social crowd assignment would result in 
less power to detect influence from the social crowd. Since crowds differ 
in social prestige, self-reports may result in underreporting by low-prestige 
crowd members. 

The study findings suggest that closer and more intimate relationships 
may be more influential than more casual ones. It is a little surprising, 
then, that mutuality of the friendship did not moderate the effects of best 
friend influence. The definition of mutuality in this study was a strict one, 
however. It is quite possible that many of the friendships coded as non- 
mutual were very close friendships, nonetheless, and would have been 
coded as mutua l  if we had coded more than one friendship. The results 
of the few studies that have examined the effect of mutuality have been 
contradictory, and it would seem that the effects of mutuality need further 
study. 

Peer  influence from best friends was seen to operate  in this group 
of older adolescents primarily in those who were high on conformity. Al- 
though social crowds differed in the importance members placed on do- 
ing what their friends wanted them to do, only conformity, not social 
crowd, predicted change in smoking. It would be interesting to know what 
leads adolescents to believe it is important to do what their friends want 
them to do. Low self-esteem, a high value placed on social interaction, 
and perhaps family variables might be investigated for their impact on 
conformity. 

Adolescent friendships appeared to be moderately homogeneous with 
respect to social crowd. Most of the adolescents had a friend who identified 
themselves as a member of the same social crowd as did the adolescent. 
Those who identified themselves as burnouts, however, were less apt to 
have a friend who also identified themselves as a burnout than were ado- 
lescents from other social crowds. This may reflect a bias in reporting rather 
than a real difference between social crowds, since Eckert (1989) indicates 
that burnouts are typically of lower social class and are a social crowd of 
low prestige in the school. Thus, burnouts may be less likely to identify 
themselves on a questionnaire than members of other social crowds. The 
differential prestige of the social crowds may also be responsible for the 
finding that jock/preps and burnouts are quite likely to have a best friend 
from the average crowd, but very unlikely to choose each other as a best 
friend. 
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In summary, social crowds differed in mean level of cigarette 
smoking, with burnouts smoking the most and jock/preps smoking the 
least. Jock/ preps and the average crowd were somewhat higher on 
conformity than the burnouts. The majority of best friendships were 
homogeneous for social crowd. Best friend influence predicted change in 
cigarette smoking over a one-year period, while social crowd influence 
appeared minimal. Conformity was positively related to susceptibility to 
peer influence, although mutuality of the friendship and sex of the subject 
were not. 
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