Adolescence: Change & Continuity—Peers Groups and Cliques & Crowds 
(from www.oberlin.edu/faculty/ndarling/adpeer1.htm)
What is a peer group? 
A peer group is conceived as a small group of similarly aged, fairly close friends, sharing the same activities (Kirchler et al., 1993). Adolescents spend much of their time in these groups. According to Bradford Brown (1990), high school students spend twice as much of their time with peers as with parents or other adults. 

What is the importance of peer groups during adolescence? 

The role played by peers in adolescence is very critical. Relationships with peers during the adolescent years come closer to serving as prototypes for adult relationships in social relationships, in work and in interactions with members of the opposite sex. Teenagers who do not learn how to get along with others by the time they reach adulthood are likely to face obstacles in years ahead. The role of the peer group in helping an individual to define his or her own identity becomes very important during adolescence. At no other stage of development is one's sense of identity so unstable. The adolescent must get ready to meet society's demands for social independence, for relationships with both sexes, marriage and adulthood. For these reasons, teens need the support and guidance of their peers (Conger, 1988). 

What do peer groups provide for adolescents? 

· the opportunity to learn how to interact with others 

· support in defining identity, interests, abilities and personality 

· autonomy without the control of adults and parents 

· opportunities for witnessing the strategies others use to cope with similar
            problems, and for observing how effective they are 

· instrumental and emotional support 

· building and maintaining friendships (Atuater, 1988) 

What are the factors that contribute to the formation of peer groups? 

One of the most important aspects of adolescents' lives are their close ties with their peers. Although peer groups are important at all ages, it is not until mid or late adolescence that friendship takes the role of intimate relationships. These peer groups are characterized by trust, self disclosure and loyalty. One major factor at work during adolescent development is that they are showing autonomy, or a sense of being a separate person. Another factor is the cognitive changes that enables adolescents to see situations from another person's point of view. As a result of these developments, individuals experience a greater need for intimacy and an increased capacity to enter close relationships or peer groups (Atuater, 1988). 

Peer groups can be defined in numerous ways. Following is a differentiation between two commonly observed groups during adolescence, cliques and crowds. 
What is a Clique? 

Cliques are small groups of between two and twelve individuals, and the average clique consists of five or six adolescents (Steinberg, 1993). Cliques are small enough so that the members feel that they know each other well and appreciate each other better than do people outside the clique. Members of a clique can be defined by common activities or by friendships. Cliques are important because they provide the main social context in which adolescents interact with each other. They are social settings in which adolescents "hang out", talk to each other, and form close friendships. Two forms of cliques have been described by Brown (in Feldman & Elliott, 1990). An activity clique is formed by adolescents that are thrust together by circumstance. Friendship cliques are those that an adolescent chooses for him or herself. 

Similarities Among Clique Members 

The most important influence on the composition of cliques is similarity (Steinberg, 1993). One similarity among adolescents is cliques is age. Age grouping in junior and senior high schools makes having friends who are older or younger unlikely. Therefore age segregation is prominent in adolescent cliques. Cliques also tend to be composed of adolescents of the same sex. This sex cleavage weakens later in adolescence when adolescents become more interested in the opposite sex. Adolescents also tend to form cliques with other teens in their same social class. Indicators such as income, residence, and reputation in the community have been used to sort people into five different social classes. A final similarity among clique members is race. Race segregation may be due to socioeconomic status, academic achievement, or attitude. 

What is a Crowd? 

The second type of peer group structure is the crowd. Crowds are larger, reputation based groups of adolescents who may or may not spend a lot of time together. In contrast to cliques, crowds are not based on actual friendships. Crowds serve to locate the adolescent within the social structure of the school. Crowds are seen as having different degrees of status or importance. A membership group is a crowd to which an adolescent belongs. A reference group is a crowd that serves as a guidepost for determining one's values and actions or measuring one's abilities (Brown in Feldman & Elliott, 1990). 

Defining the Different Crowds 

Typical crowds include "jocks", "brains", "nerds", "populars", and "druggies". The terms to label these crowds may vary from school to school but their presence is commonplace. Some adolescents resist being labeled as a member of a specific crowd. They would rather not be associated with any particular crowd than be associated with a crowd or image they dislike. 
  
  

