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Abstract

Background: Peer pressure is defined as the influence exerted by a peer group on
individuals to conform to the norms of the group. Peer pressure can be explicit (direct) or
implicit (indirect). Peer pressure is linked to an increase in risk-taking behaviours with males,
adolescents and young adults reporting the highest levels of susceptibility. The aim of this
study is to assess to what extent does social media influence implicit peer pressure and risk-
taking as well as assessing age and gender differences within an Irish context. Method: The
study consisted of 113 participants (Males: n = 34, Females: n = 77) between the ages of 18
and 72 (M =31.24, SD = 12.94) and a correlational, cross-sectional study design. The Social
Media Intensity Scale was used to assess social media intensity, the Online Peer Pressure
Scale was used to assess online implicit peer pressure and risk-taking and a demographic
questionnaire was used to measure age, gender and average social media hours. Results: The
results indicate there is a small correlation between social media intensity and implicit peer
pressure and risk-taking. Age is a statistically significant predictor for implicit peer pressure
and risk-taking (B = -.37, p <.001). Conclusions: The results of this study suggest that
implicit peer pressure is facilitated by social media on some level. The findings have practical

implications for preventing offline risk-taking.

Keywords: Social Media, Implicit Peer Pressure, Risk-Taking, Age, Gender.
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The Effects of Social Media on Implicit Peer Pressure and Risk-Taking

Introduction

A peer is an individual whom we share a feature or function with such as age, sex or
status (American Psychological Association, 2018). Our peers are an integral part of our life
from early childhood to old age and can influence various aspects of our person such as our
interests, our likes or dislikes and our personality (Reitz et al., 2014). Furthermore, peer
pressure is a concept defined as the influence that is exerted by a peer group on the individual
members to “fit in”” or conform to the norms or expectations of the group (American

Psychological Association, 2018).

Peer pressure has many different faces, it can be explicit or implicit as well as positive
or negative. Explicit peer pressure is the “stereotypical” example of peer pressure which
entails an individual directly pressuring another individual into participating in a certain
behaviour (Siff, 2018). An example of negative explicit peer pressure may look like when an
individual verbally pressures you to engage in a risky behaviour such as taking drugs.
Implicit peer pressure is slightly more complex and subtle. It is when the situation or the
environment is pressuring you to engage in a behaviour without you being directly asked to
do so by another individual (Siff, 2018). Implicit peer pressure often occurs due to internal
feelings such as the desire or need to fit in with the peer group. An example of negative
implicit peer pressure may be engaging in risky driving behaviours based on the perceived
risky driving norms of your peers (Trogolo et al., 2022). A famous experimental example of
implicit peer pressure in social psychology is the Conformity Line Experiment which found
that 75% of participants conformed to the group norms without being explicitly asked and
even when they disagreed; the experiment also demonstrated that conformity increased in the

presence of a larger peer group (Asch, 1951).
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There are many theoretical explanations for peer pressure that span across various
disciplines in psychology. However, the Social Learning Theory is one of the most prominent
theoretical explanations for peer pressure which suggests that an individual’s behaviour is
shaped by the social environment through observing and modelling their peers (Bandura,
1977). Bandura also proposed that positive attitudes towards behaviours such as substance
use are likely to be reinforced if an individual perceives their peer to be rewarded for
engaging in the behaviour (Bandura, 1977). Therefore, it can be understood that if an
individual is rewarded with peer acceptance by the peer group for their behaviour, it will be
reinforced and replicated by others. Nonetheless, there is no definitive explanation for peer
pressure due to the many distinct mechanisms involved such as fear of peer rejection and

conformity (Berten & Van Rossem, 2011).

Peer Pressure and Risk-Taking

The correlation between peer pressure and risk-taking behaviours in young adults and
adolescents’ is widely researched (Gheorghiu et al., 2015; Siraj et al., 2021; Warr & Stafford,
1991). A risk-taking behaviour is categorised as any behaviour that puts an individual or
others around them at an escalated possibility of harm such as substance use, excessive
drinking, smoking cigarettes and drink-driving (Sitkin & Pablo, 1992). Research congruously
finds that peer pressure is an important factor in the involvement of risk-taking behaviours in
young adults aged between 18-25 (Bradley & Wildman, 2002; Merdassa, 2023; Teese &

Bradley, 2008).

In regards to adolescents, findings have demonstrated that the use of substances and
alcohol by peers has been found to be one of the strongest, if not the strongest predictor for
adolescent substance abuse (Chassin et al., 2004). To build on these findings, results from a

newer, exploratory study indicate that the presence of peers alone is enough to increase risk-
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taking behaviours in adolescents (Smith et al., 2014) This is consistent with the findings from
Chein et al. (2011) which demonstrated that adolescent’s risk-taking behaviour increased in
the presence of peers (Chein et al., 2011). In addition, research has shown that the presence of
peers tend to be the most influential to adolescents in uncertain circumstances (Van Hoorn et

al., 2016).

From a critical standpoint, a large majority of past studies fail to assert the role of
implicit peer pressure in risk-taking and instead focus on explicit peer pressure. The current
findings on implicit peer pressure and risk-taking suggest that implicit peer pressure affects
young adults and adolescents more than explicit peer pressure (Harakeh & De Boer, 2018;
Harakeh & Vollebergh, 2011). Nonetheless, this has been contradicted by studies where
findings suggest that both forms of peer pressure need to be combined in order to have an
effect (De Boer & Harakeh, 2017; MacLean et al., 2013). A study on the influence of peer
pressure on driving found that implicit peer pressure was positively correlated to risky
driving behaviours, and in addition to this, implicit peer pressure was found to also increase
positive driving behaviours (Aktas & Oztiirk, 2024) suggesting that the subtle social cues
involved in implicit peer pressure are strong enough to influence our behaviour both
positively and negatively. From a neuropsychological perspective, research has demonstrated
that the brains of young adults are sensitive to the subtlest of peer pressure cues (Venticinque

et al., 2021).
Peer Pressure, Risk-Taking and Social Media

The prevalence of peer pressure online has grown exponentially due to the popularity
of social media platforms with evidence insinuating that social media has amplified the social
processes involved in both positive and negative peer pressure (Nesi et al., 2018). Social

media has made our peers considerably more accessible to us than ever before. Social media
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is defined as a set of interactive internet applications that allow users to share and create
content like photographs and videos (Davis, 2015). This includes platforms such as
Instagram, Facebook and TikTok. In an Irish context, research has found that 28% of young
people in Ireland already feel that the constant peer pressure and scrutiny from social media

usage is contributing to higher levels of perceived life difficulty (Collier, 2019).

The present literature on social media and peer pressure indicate that peer pressure
may be contributing to social media addictions and problematic internet usage in adolescents
and young adults (Batool et al., 2023; Kim & Lim, 2020; Xu et al., 2023; Zhou et al., 2018).
One study found that peer influence in online peer groups is around 100 times more powerful
in influencing an individual to join another online peer group (Hui & Buchegger, 2009). To
expand on the findings of online peer groups, a more recent study found that online peer
groups may be correlated to the progression into problematic substance use due to the peer
influence that is exerted in these groups (Miller et al., 2021). However, the generalisability of
the research on online peer groups is problematic as social media evolves rapidly with new
social media platforms growing in popularity every day and each platform hosts a different

range of features.

The current findings around social media and risk-taking suggest that the content we
view on social media is resulting in increased offline risk-taking with one study finding that
the exposure to social media content encouraging individuals to use their phone while driving
significantly predicted more self-reported engagement in the behaviour (Stefanidis et al.,
2022). These findings are in line with an earlier study which discovered a strong, direct link
between content depicting pro-risk-taking sentiment and risk-taking behaviours such as drug
and alcohol abuse (Branley & Covey, 2017). This is consistent with findings on social media
peer endorsement obtained by Sherman et al. (2016) that demonstrated that adolescents were

more likely to “like” a photograph with a higher number of likes than a photograph with a
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few likes, this was true for neutral photographs and photographs depicting risk-taking such as
alcohol use and smoking as they perceived these images to have a higher level of peer
endorsement based off the like count (Sherman et al., 2016). Therefore, it is to our
understanding that online implicit peer pressure can be loosely described as when one feels
pressure from their peers due to the social media environment. This may be due to the sharing
and liking of content such as photos, videos, posts and/or comments by their peers that
depicts pro risk-taking sentiment which may result in higher levels of perceived offline risk-
taking by their peers. As a consequence, individuals may engage in risky online behaviours
such as cyberbullying and sharing risky content as well as engaging in higher levels of offline
risk-taking such as substance use, excessive alcohol use and smoking/vaping. To supplement
this statement, the research has shown that individuals are more likely to share risky online
content such as alcohol references and sexually suggestive content if their peers are sharing
similar content (Geusens & Beullens, 2016; Rice et al., 2012). In consideration of
cyberbullying, a study has found that peer pressure directly predicted cyberbullying in
adolescents (Yang et al., 2022) and research has shown that there is strong evidence of a
dose-response relationship between being a victim of cyberbullying and risk-taking

behaviours (Shah et al., 2022).

However, the main contradiction of the argument that social media is encouraging
risky behaviours through implicit peer pressure is that social media has been found to be
effective at reducing risk-taking behaviour and promoting health behaviours through the
usage of social media campaigns. A study from before the expansion of modern social media
platforms found that mass media campaigns reduced alcohol-related car crashes by roughly
13% (Elder et al., 2004). Nonetheless, these findings are not consistent with results from
newer studies indicating that there is little evidence that social media campaigns are effective

at reducing risk-taking behaviours like alcohol abuse (Young et al., 2017).
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Gender and Age Differences in Peer Pressure and Risk-Taking

It is well established in the literature that there is distinct gender and age differences
in regards to peer pressure and risk-taking. Empirically, studies have consistently found that
males are more likely to participate in risk-taking behaviours than their female counterparts
(Courtenay, 2000; Merdassa, 2023; Teese & Bradley, 2008). In addition to this, males also
report higher levels of peer pressure than females (Singh & Manju, 2023) which is potentially
due to conformity to masculine gender norms (Iwamoto & Smiler, 2013; Merdassa, 2023). To
elucidate this argument, experimental research suggests that adolescent males are more likely
to participate in risk-taking behaviours in the presence of same-sex peers whereas risk-taking
diminishes in adolescent females when they are in the presence of same-sex peers (Defoe et
al., 2019). Supporting this evidence, De Boer et al. (2016) observed that risk-taking
significantly increased in males when they were in “boy-only triads” (De Boer et al., 2016).
Similarly, recent research illustrated that the presence of a same-sex peer was a risk factor for
risk-taking in adolescent males (Tian et al., 2022). The study also found that low self-esteem
plays a role in mediating serious risk-taking in adolescent males. However, there is
inconsistencies with this argument as an experimental study found no gender differences in
explicit or implicit peer pressure scores on adolescent risk-taking (Harakeh & De Boer,

2018).

In regards to age differences in peer pressure and risk-taking, empirical evidence has
found that adolescents are more likely to engage in risk-taking behaviours due to peer
influence as opposed to adults (Gardner & Steinberg, 2005). This is further corroborated by
studies on the resistance to peer pressure that strongly suggest that throughout development
adolescents become less susceptible to peer influence (Steinberg & Monahan, 2007; Sumter
et al, 2008) indicating that by young adulthood individuals will become increasingly resistant

to peer influence on risk-taking behaviours due to social maturation (Monahan et al., 2009).
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To elaborate further on age differences in peer pressure and risk-taking, recent findings
insinuate that young adults are the most susceptible to peer influence and that susceptibility
decreases as individuals age further into adulthood (Castrellon et al., 2024). This is consistent
with the findings obtained in an additional study demonstrating that implicit peer pressure
towards risky driving behaviours decreased with age for both genders and alternatively, risk-

discouraging implicit peer pressure increased with age for males (Aktas & Oztiirk, 2024).

However, one of the main criticisms of the literature around young adults, peer
pressure and risk-taking it that it is suggested that risk-taking in young adults occurs due to
multiple factors and that peer pressure by itself is not a strong contributor. Evidence from a
correlational study indicates that peer pressure positively contributes to risk-taking in
individuals aged between 18-25, however, peer pressure was only a significant contributor in
the presence of other factors such as sensation-seeking (Merdassa, 2023). Previous research
has established that sensation-seeking is linked to risk-taking and peer influence to some
extent (Lorenz & Kray, 2022). This is particularly true for males as research suggests that
males have been shown to be more sensation-seeking than females and engage in more risk-
taking behaviours as a result (Cross et al., 2011). This stance provides an alternative
explanation to peer pressure for gender differences in reported levels of risk-taking

engagement.
The Current Study

Past research has already reported findings that higher levels of active social media
engagement in drug related content is correlated to higher levels of offline drug usage in
young people in England and Barbados (Jules et al., 2019). Therefore, the aim of the present
study is to assess if social media plays a role in mediating online implicit peer pressure and

offline risk-taking. The present study also aims to assess the gender and age differences in
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self-reported levels of online implicit peer pressure and risk-taking. In terms of Ireland, as of
January 2025 the Irish social media population was reported to have 4.11 million users
(Kemp, 2025). However, no research has been conducted on social media and implicit peer
pressure and risk-taking within an Irish context. The present study aims to address this gap in

the literature by focusing solely on an Irish sample.

Furthermore, the research questions for the present study are; is there a relationship
between social media intensity, implicit peer pressure and risk-taking? Is there age and
gender differences in levels of online implicit peer pressure and risk-taking? Is there a
relationship between higher self-reported hours spent on social media per day and online
implicit peer pressure and risk-taking? There are five main hypotheses for this study; 1.
Social media intensity is correlated to online implicit peer pressure and risk-taking, 2.
Demographic factors such as age and gender are correlated to higher levels of online implicit
peer pressure and risk-taking, 3. The participants between the ages of 18-25 report higher
levels of online implicit peer pressure and risk-taking, 4. Males self-report higher levels of
online implicit peer pressure and risk-taking than their female counterparts and 5. More hours
spent on social media per day is correlated to higher levels of online implicit peer pressure

and risk-taking.
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Method

Participants

The research sample for the present study consistent of 113 participants over the age
of 18-years-old who frequently use social media, 30.6% Male (rn = 34) and 69.4% Female (n
=77). The age of the participants in this study ranged from 18-72 with a mean age of 31.24
(SD = 12.94). Of the participants in this study, 46% (n = 52) spent 1-3 hours per day on social
media, 45.1% (n = 51) spent 4-6 hours per day and 8.8% (n = 10) spent < 6 hours per day. A
power analysis was conducted using G*power Statistical Power Analyses (Faul et al., 2009)
prior to participant recruitment to establish the minimum sample size required for power. A

minimum sample size of 111 was required for a medium effect size of 0.3.

The participants for the present study were recruited using both convenience and
snowball sampling techniques. A digital poster with a brief description of the study designed
specifically for participant recruitment (see Appendix G) was shared on the social media
platforms Instagram, LinkedIn and WhatsApp through accounts that belong to the researcher.
The digital poster contained a QR code that gave access to a Google Form survey for
participation in the study. Participants were also encouraged to share the poster and/or a link

to the study with anyone who they believed were eligible and interested in participating.

Due to the nature of the study, all participants were required to be over the age of 18
and use social media. If participants selected “0 hours” of social media usage per day, they
were immediately disqualified from the study and a message appeared to show that they were

not eligible for participation (see Appendix H).

Measures

Demographics.
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The participants in this study were asked to provide their gender (male, female or
other), their age and the average hours spent per day on social media (0 hours, 1-3 hours, 4-6
hours and < 6 hours). These questions were asked so that the relationships between gender,
age, hours on social media, social media intensity, peer pressure and risk-taking could

analysed efficiently.

Social Media Intensity Scale

An adaptation of the Facebook Intensity Scale (Ellison et al., 2007) was used to
evaluate the intensity of the participants social media usage (Cronbach’s Alpha = 0.83). The
scale was adapted for the purpose of this research study. The first adaptation replaced the
word “Facebook” with “Social Media”. The second adaptation excluded the first self-report
assessment that was used to assess Facebook friends and time spent on Facebook as it was
redundant for the present study as the number of social media friends was not necessary for
the present study and hours spent on social media was already addressed by the demographic
questionnaire. The adapted scale is a 6-item attitudinal questionnaire with items measured on
a 5-point Likert scale from 1. Strongly disagree 2. Disagree, 3. Neutral, 4. Agree to 5.
Strongly agree. The adapted scale was designed to assess the extent in which the participants
were connected to social media and the extent in which social media has become a part of the
participants daily activities. The maximum score achievable on this scale is 30 and the
minimum score achievable is 6. Higher scores on this scale indicate a higher emotional
connection and daily integration of social media. The adapted scale shows acceptable face
validity. In regards to the current sample, the Cronbach’s Alpha coefficient was 0.77 which is

indicative of good internal reliability (DeVellis & Thorpe, 2021).

Online Peer Pressure Scale
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The Online Peer Pressure Scale was designed specifically for the purpose of this
research study in order to accurately assess online implicit peer pressure and off-line risk-
taking. The development of the scale was required for numerous reasons. Existing scales to
measure online peer pressure and off-line risk-taking were unable to appropriately assess both
variables as many of these scales are limited to in-person peer pressure and risk-taking or
were created before the development of modern forms of social media. To summarise, a
novel scale was required as no scale to date has been established to measure online implicit
peer pressure and offline risk-taking. The Online Peer Pressure Scale is a 15-item
questionnaire with items measured on a 5-point Likert scale from 1. Strongly disagree, 2.
Disagree, 3. Neutral, 4. Agree to 5. Strongly agree. The scale was designed to explicitly ask
participants about behaviours commonly associated with online peer pressure and offline
risk-taking such as content depicting drug usage, cyberbullying, excessive alcohol usage,
smoking/vaping and pressure to post similar content, to engage in online dating and to spend
more hours on social media. The maximum score achievable on this scale is 75 and the
minimum score achievable is 15. Higher scores on this scale indicate higher perceived levels
of online peer pressure and offline risk-taking. The pilot study for this study had a Cronbach’s
Alpha coefficient of 0.13. This does not indicate good internal reliability; however, this is
potentially due to the small pilot study sample size of 5. The Cronbach’s Alpa coefficient for
the current study was 0.79 which indicates that there is good internal reliability for this scale
as the sample size was significantly larger. (DeVellis & Thorpe, 2021). The scale also shows

appropriate face validity.

Design and Data Analysis

The present study employed a correlational, cross-sectional study design as the data in
the study was collected at a specific point in time to assess the current state of the variables in

the study. The predictor variables (PV) in this study were age, gender and average hours spent
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on social media. The criterion variables (CV) were social media intensity and online peer

pressure and risk-taking.

The data in this study was analysed using version 28.0.1.0. of the IBM SPSS Statistics
Application. In regards to the analyses deployed in this study, a Pearson’s Correlation
Coefficient was conducted to test H1 and HS, a Standard Multiple Regression analysis was
performed to test H2, a one-way between groups ANOVA model was created to test H3 and

finally an independent samples t-test was used to test H4.

Procedure

A large majority of the participants in this study were recruited on a voluntary basis
through social media accounts belonging to the researcher such as Instagram, LinkedIn,
WhatsApp and Snapchat using a digital poster that contained a QR code/link to the study (see
Appendix G). The rest of the participants were recruited by other participants who sent the
study link and poster to those who they thought would be eligible or interested in
participating. Upon using the QR code/link, participants were brought to a Google Forms
survey where they were presented with the information sheet which informed the participants
of the nature of the study, the duration of the study, their participant rights, data anonymity
procedures, the data collection/storage policies and the researchers and supervisors contact
information (see Appendix A). Once they were finished reading the information sheet, the
participants were brought to the next page to provide informed consent via the consent form
(see Appendix B). Participants were once again informed of the nature of the study, the
duration of the study, their participant rights, data anonymity procedures and the data
collection/storage policies and were prompted to tick the box at the bottom of the page to

indicate that they are voluntarily providing informed consent to participate in the study.
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The study was divided into three segments: the demographic questions, the Social
Media Intensity Scale and the Online Peer Pressure Scale. The participants were first asked to
complete the demographic questions which asked questions about their gender, age and the
average hours they spent on social media per day (see Appendix C). The participants then
completed the Social Media Intensity Scale (see Appendix D) to assess the participants
connection to and daily integration of social media followed by the Online Peer Pressure
Scale (see Appendix E) to assess the participants self-reported levels of online implicit peer

pressure and offline risk-taking.

Participation in the present study took the participants between roughly 5-10 minutes
in total. The study was self-paced and did not explicitly provide any breaks for the
participants. However, the participants were encouraged to take breaks during participation if
they needed to. Once the participants completed the survey, they were provided with the
debrief sheet (see Appendix F) which provided them with the researcher’s and supervisor’s
contact information, as well as free and accessible mental health resources for any distress

that may have arisen during their participation.

The data collected in this study was collected in line with the ethical guidelines of
both the National College of Ireland and the Psychological Society of Ireland. The data
received ethical approval from the NCI Psychologic Ethics Filter Committee prior to data
collection. The present study contained little to no social, psychical or reputational risks. As
all of the data collected was anonymised, participants were unable to be identified by the
researcher, supervisor or other participants. As per the debrief sheet, participants were
provided free and accessible mental health resources at the end of participation in the case of
distress from participation. Participants were encouraged to contact the researcher or

supervisor for any questions they may have had.
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Results

Descriptive Statistics

Descriptive statistics were conducted for the categorical variables of gender and
average hours spent on social media per day as illustrated by Table 1. The data in the current
study was obtained from a sample of 113 participants (n = 113). The sample consisted of
30.6% males (n = 35) and 69.4% females (n = 78). Average hours spent on social media per
day was broken into three categories: 1-3 hours, 4-6 hours and < 6 hours. According to the
data collected, 46% (n = 52) of participants spent an average of 1-3 hours on social media per
day, 45.1% (n = 51) of participants spent an average of 4-6 hours on social media per day and

8.8% (n = 10) self-reported < 6 hours per day on social media.

Table 1

Frequencies for Gender and Average Hours Spent on Social Media Per Day

Variable Frequency Valid %
Gender
Male 35 31
Female 78 69

Average Social Media Hours Per Day

1-3 Hours 52 46
4-6 Hours 51 45.1
< 6 Hours 10 8.8

Descriptive statistics were also conducted for the continuous variables of age, Social
Media Intensity (SMI) and Online Peer Pressure (OPP). The means (M) with a 95%

confidence interval (95% CI), standard deviations (SD) and ranges are presented in Table 2.

Table 2
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Descriptive Statistics for Age, Social Media Intensity and Online Peer Pressure

Variable M [95% CI] SD Range
Age 31.24 [28.83-33.65] 12.94 18-72
Social Media Intensity 21.96 [21.22-22.69] 3.93 8-30
Online Peer Pressure 33.19 [31.61-34.76] 8.43 23-60

Inferential Statistics

A correlation analysis was conducted to test Hypothesis 1. The relationship between
social media intensity and peer pressure and risk-taking in an online context was assessed
using a Pearson’s Correlation Coefficient. Prior to conducting the Pearson’s Correlation
Coefficient, preliminary analyses were conducted to determine there was no violations of the
assumptions of normality, linearity and homoscedasticity. There was a positive, small
correlation between social media intensity and peer pressure and risk-taking in an online
context (r=0.23, n =113, p = 0.15). The results of the Pearson’s Correlation Coefficient
suggest the two variables share roughly 5.3% of a variance. These results suggest that there is
a small association between social media intensity and online peer pressure and risk-taking,

however it is not a statistically significant association.

A standard multiple regression analysis was conducted to test Hypothesis 2; higher
levels of peer pressure and risk-taking in an online context is predicted by the demographic
factors age and gender. Preliminary analyses were conducted to determine there was no
violations of the assumptions of normality, linearity and homoscedasticity. The tests
conducted for multi-collinearity revealed that the VIF and Tolerance values were within a
normal range. The correlations between the criterion variable (the Online Peer Pressure

Scores) and the predictor variables (age and gender) are illustrated in Table 3. The
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correlations between the criterion variable and predictor variables were analysed and the

values ranged from -3.86 to 1.68.

Table 3
Correlations (Pearson's r) between the criterion variable and the predictor variables

Variable 1. 2. 3.

1. Online Peer Pressure Scores -
2. Gender -1.29 -

3. Age -3.86 1.68 -

Since no a priori hypotheses had been made to determine the order of entry of the
variables, a direct method was used for the analysis. The predictor variables, age and gender,
explained 15.3% of variance in the Online Peer Pressure Scores (F (2,110) = 9.94, <.001).
The variables included in the model indicate that age and gender predict online peer pressure
scores to a statistically significant level. Amongst the two predictor variables, age was found
to uniquely predict Online Peer Pressure to a statistically significant degree (B =-.37, p
<.001). Age and gender both had a negative relationship with Online Peer Pressure scores

(see Table 4 for the details).

Table 4

Standard Multiple Regression Model predicting Online Peer Pressure scores

Variable R? B SE B t p
Model 0.15
Gender -1.19 1.62 -.07 =74 46

Age -.24 .06 -37 -4.21 <.001
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A one-way between groups ANOVA was conducted to test Hypothesis 3; participants
aged between 18-25 years old report higher levels of online peer pressure and risk-taking.
Participants were divided into three groups according to their age: 18-25, 26-40 and > 40.
The results indicated that there was a statistically significant difference in the levels of online
peer pressure and risk-taking across the three age groups (£ (2,110) = 10.23, p <.001) with
the effect size indicating a large difference in the online peer pressure and risk-taking scores
(Eta Squared = .16). The Post-Hoc comparisons using the Tukey HSD test suggested that the
mean online peer pressure and risk-taking scores for the 18-25-year-old group (M = 36.06,
SD = 9.38) were not statistically higher (p = .03) than those in the 26—40-year-old group (M
=30.95, SD = 6.06) but were statistically higher (p = <.001) than those in the <40 years-old
group (M = 28.55, SD = 4.31). The results also indicate that there was no statistically
significant difference in online peer pressure and risk-taking scores between those in the 26—
40-year-old group and those in the < 40 years-old group (p = .53). As illustrated by Figure 1,

the mean Online Peer Pressure Scale scores decline across the three age groups.

Figure 1

Mean Online Peer Pressure Scale Scores for each age group
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An independent samples T-test was conducted to test Hypothesis 4; male participants
report higher levels of online peer pressure and risk-taking than their female counterparts.
Prior to conducting the independent samples T-test, preliminary analyses were performed to
determine that there was no violations of the assumptions of normality and homogeneity of
variance. The Levene’s test for equality of variance was utilised to check the assumptions of
homogeneity. As the sig. value was for the Levene’s test (0.02) was < 0.05, the equal
variances not assumed figures were used. There were no statistically significant differences in
the online peer pressure scores between males and females. Males (M = 34.8, SD = 10.00)
scored higher in the online peer pressure scale than their female counterparts (M = 32.46, SD
=7.58); ¢t (52.25) = 1.23, p = 0.22). The extent of the differences in the mean scores (means

difference = 2.34, 95% CI = -1.48, 6.14) was small (Cohen’s d = 0.27).

A correlation analysis was conducted to test Hypothesis 5. The relationship between
average hours spent on social media per day and online peer pressure and risk-taking scores
was assessed using a Pearson’s Correlation Coefficient. Prior to conducting the Pearson’s

Correlation Coefficient, preliminary analyses were conducted to determine that there were no
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violations of the assumptions of normality, linearity and homoscedasticity. The results of the
Pearson’s Correlation Coefficient suggest there was no statistically significant correlation
between average hours spent on social media per day and online peer pressure and risk-taking
scores (r =-0.02, n =113, p=.79). The results of the Pearson’s Correlation Coefficient

suggest the two variables share roughly 0.04% of a variance.
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Discussion

The present study aimed to assess if social media plays a role in mediating online
implicit peer pressure and offline risk-taking. Past research has found that the content we
view on social media that depicts risky behaviours can increase risky behaviours both online
and offline especially when we perceive our peers to be engaging in the risky behaviour
(Branley & Covey, 2017; Geusens & Beullens, 2016; Jules et al., 2019; Rice et al., 2012;
Stefanidis et al., 2022). The present study also aimed to assess if there were gender and age
differences in online implicit peer pressure and risk-taking scores as it is well established in
the literature that males are more likely to engage in risk-taking behaviours (Courtenay, 2000;
Merdassa, 2023; Teese & Bradley, 2008) and report higher levels of peer pressure than their
female counterparts (Singh & Manju, 2023). In regards to age differences, it is predominantly
reported in the literature that adolescents and young adults are the age groups that report the
highest levels of peer pressure and risk-taking (Gardner & Steinberg, 2005; Merdassa, 2023).
In order to assess the study aims, five hypotheses were created based on the existing literature

on the effects of social media on implicit peer pressure and risk-taking.

The first hypothesis for this study (H1) was analysed using a Pearson’s Correlation
Coefficient to analyse the relationship between social media intensity and online implicit peer
pressure and risk-taking. The results of this study support H1 as social media intensity has a
small correlation to online implicit peer pressure and risk-taking. This suggests that social
media plays a role in mediating online implicit peer pressure and offline risk-taking to some
level. However, the results were not statistically significant. These results are in line with the
research indicating that implicit peer pressure on social media is resulting in higher self-

report levels of implicit peer pressure and risk-taking (Branley & Covey, 2017).

The second hypothesis for this study (H2) was analysed using a standard multiple

regression to assess if the demographic factors of age and gender predict higher levels of
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online implicit peer pressure and risk-taking. The results of this study support H2 and
indicate that both age and gender are statistically significant predictors for higher self-report
levels of online implicit peer pressure and risk-taking. The findings also suggest that age is
the biggest predictor of online implicit peer pressure and risk-taking. These results are novel
to the literature regarding the influence of demographic differences on self-reported levels of
online implicit peer pressure and offline risk-taking. Nonetheless, the findings of this study
can be related to the growing body of evidence suggesting that age and gender can influence
the levels of peer pressure and risk-taking (Courtenay, 2000; Merdassa, 2023; Singh &

Manju, 2023; Teese & Bradley, 2008).

The third hypothesis for this study (H3) was tested using a one way between-groups
ANOVA in order to assess which age group (18-25, 26-40, 40+) reported the highest levels of
online implicit peer pressure and risk-taking. The results of this study support H3 as the one
way between-groups ANOVA indicated that the 18-25-year-old age group reported the
highest levels of online implicit peer pressure and risk-taking. Interestingly, there was a
statistically significant difference in online implicit peer pressure and risk-taking scores
between the 18-25-year-old group and the 40+ year-old age group. However, there was no
statistically significant difference between the 26-40-year-old group and the 18-25-year-old
or the 26-40-year-old group and the 40+ group. This indicates that online implicit peer
pressure and risk-taking scores gradually decline as young adults move further into
adulthood. The drastic decline in the self-reported mean scores of the Online Peer Pressure
Scale is demonstrated by Figure 1 which shows that the mean scores decline substantially
between the 18-25 group and the 26-40 group. The scores decline slightly again between the
26-40 group and the 40+ group. Overall, the mean scores decline drastically from the 18-25
group and the 40+ group. This finding is consistent with a recent study assessing peer

pressure in adulthood that also found young adults were the most susceptible to peer pressure
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and that peer pressure gradually declines with age (Castrellon et al., 2024). This is
synonymous with findings from another study that found implicit peer pressure around risky

driving behaviours decreased with age for both males and females (Aktas & Oztiirk, 2024).

The fourth hypothesis for this study (H4) was tested using an independent samples T-
Test to assess which gender report higher levels of online implicit peer pressure and risk-
taking. The findings of this study support H4 as the results of the analyses indicate that males
scored higher on the Online Peer Pressure Scale (OPPS) than their female counterparts.
However, there was only a small difference between the mean OPPS scores between males
and females despite the fact there were twice as many females to males in this study. These
findings imply that males report feeling more online implicit peer pressure and engage in
more offline risk-taking than females. The results of this study are in line with numerous
studies on peer pressure, risk-taking and gender that found that males consistently report
more peer pressure and risk-taking (Courtenay, 2000; Merdassa, 2023; Singh & Manju, 2023;
Teese & Bradley, 2008). The findings from the current study contradict findings of Harakeh
and De Boer (2018) which found no gender differences in implicit peer pressure and risk-

taking scores (Harakeh and De Boer, 2018).

The fifth and final hypothesis for this study (HS) was tested using a Pearson’s
Correlation Coefficient to investigate if more hours spent on social media per day will predict
higher self-reported levels of online implicit peer pressure and risk-taking. The results of this
study rejected HS as the results from the analysis indicate that hours spent on social media are
not correlated to any extent to online implicit peer pressure and risk-taking. These results are
first of its kind as no other studies have investigated social media hours and implicit peer
pressure and risk-taking in an online context. These findings may be due to the small sample
size of the present study. Future research is required on social media hours and implicit peer

pressure and risk-taking with a larger sample to analyse this relationship appropriately.
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Strengths and Limitations

The main strength of this study is that it assisted in expanding the current literature on
the relationship between social media, online implicit peer pressure and offline risk-taking
especially within an Irish context as there were no other studies in the literature of the same
nature. Another strength of this study is that the Online Peer Pressure Scale developed for the
purpose of this research showed strong validity and reliability. The scale can be generalised to
many different social media platforms without adaptation and accurately measure online
implicit peer pressure and risk-taking regardless of the primary features of the social media

platform.

The main limitation to this study is the methodology. Despite the strengths mentioned
for the Online Peer Pressure Scale, the only problem with the Online Peer Pressure Scale
used to assess online implicit peer and offline risk-taking is that the scale measured them as
one variable. In order to efficiently assess online implicit peer pressure and risk-taking in the
case of study replication, different scales should be selected to assess online implicit peer
pressure as one criterion variable and offline risk-taking as another criterion variable.
Another limitation of this study was the lack of past studies and research on the effects of
social media on implicit peer pressure and risk-taking. This study was an original, novel
study as no study to the researcher’s knowledge has conducted a study of this nature. While
this limitation is not inherently a weakness of the current study, this limitation may explain
the previously mentioned limitation as there was no developed methodology to assess online

implicit peer pressure and offline risk-taking.

Implications and Future Research

As the results of this study build on the findings that social media facilitates online

peer pressure and offline risk-taking to some extent, it may be beneficial for social media
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platforms to develop and introduce stricter safeguarding measures such as disabling
comments, likes and sharing of content illustrating risk-taking behaviours and content
encouraging risky behaviours such as drug use, excessive alcohol use, drink-driving and/or
gambling. This would be particularly important on the accounts of underage social media
users who could be more susceptible to peer pressure if said content was being shared, liked
and commented on by their online and in-person peers. These safeguarding measures would
be similar of that to Irelands new alcohol advertisement ban which has banned alcohol
advertisements during the day with the goal of reducing underage drinking (O'Donnell,

2025).

As the research has found in this study and in past literature that adolescents and
young adults are consistently more likely to report higher levels of peer pressure and
subsequent risk-taking, it would be useful for secondary schools and third-level institutions to
provide additional supports for and education about implicit peer pressure and risk-taking
online such as what online peer pressure may look like, how to prevent it and how to deal
with it. Additional supports may look like designating a trusted member of staff to become a
peer pressure counsellor for students to approach with questions and queries. In addition to
this, the development of a free, anonymous crisis text or phone line for those who have
experienced or are experiencing emotional and mental distress due to peer pressure online
may be a practical intervention for preventing offline risk-taking behaviour and reducing the
psychological effects of peer pressure on individuals as the research suggests that peer
pressure can result in many psychological effects such as reduced self-confidence, higher
stress levels and anxiety (Liu, 2022). The findings on the effectiveness of crisis text and
phone line services suggest that both services demonstrate high efficacy at reducing

emotional distress (Alimohammadi et al., 2025).
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In regards to future research, as social media grows, novel experiences grow with it.
Further research on social media, implicit peer pressure and risk-taking would be highly
beneficial to help expand our understanding of the topic. An example of future research on
the topic may look like an exploratory research study analysing if protective factors such as
daily screen-time limits, parental controls and schooling have an impact on self-reported
levels of online peer pressure and risk-taking. A study of this nature may be beneficial to
understanding what could prevent adolescents and young adults from experiencing online

peer pressure and prevent their engagement in offline risk-taking.

Conclusion

Overall, the present research contributes to a growing body of evidence suggesting
that social media mediates online implicit peer pressure and offline risk-taking to some extent
within an Irish context. The current research contributes to the empirical evidence indicating
that males and young adults report the highest levels of peer pressure and risk-taking than any
other demographic whether it is online or in-person. The present study is the first to examine
online implicit peer pressure in the context of offline risk-taking and using an Irish sample.
The results of the present study have many practical implications for the prevention and the
management of online implicit peer pressure and risk-taking interventions including stricter
safeguarding measures on social media platforms, educational supports within schools and
the development of accessible crisis text and phone lines for psychological distress from peer
pressure. Further research is required to understand to a greater extent how social media

effects online implicit peer pressure and risk-taking.
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Appendices

Appendix A: Information Sheet

The Effects of Social Media on Peer Pressure and Risk Taking

You have been invited to participate in a research study. Before you choose to take part,
please take time to carefully read this document, this document will explain why the research
is being done and what participating will involve for you. If you have any questions about the
information provided in this document, please contact me using the contact details at the end

of the sheet.

What is this study about?

[ am a final year undergraduate student in the Bachelor’s (Hons) in Psychology degree at the
National College of Ireland. As a part of our degree, we are required to conduct an
independent research project. For my project, | aim to assess the influence of social media on

experiences of peer pressure and risk taking.

What will participation in this study involve?

If you choose to participate in this study, you will be asked to complete a brief online
questionnaire using Google Forms. The topics you will be asked about will be around social
media usage, peer pressure and risk taking. You will also be asked to answer some
demographic questions e.g. age. The questionnaire should take a maximum of 15 minutes.
Participation in this study will ask you to answer questions around alcohol and drug use,
social media usage, smoking/vaping and peer pressure. There will be no breaks given during
this study; participation has no time limit therefore it can be taken at the participants own

pace.
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Who can take part?

You must be over the age of 18 to participate in this study. You can only take part in this

study if you use social media.

Do I have to take part?

No, participation is voluntary. You have the right to refuse participation in this study, the
right to refuse to answer any question in this study and the right to withdraw participation at
any stage of this study without penalty. You can refuse to answer any question in the online
questionnaire that you are not comfortable with providing an answer for. You do not need to
provide a reason for refusing to answer a question. Once you have submitted the
questionnaire, results cannot be withdrawn as the results are anonymous and are not

identifiable.

What are the possible risks and benefits of taking part in this study?

There are no direct benefits for participating in this study. The data gathered in this study will
help us better understand the influence of social media on peer pressure and risk taking.
There is a small risk participation in this study can cause minor distress. If you experience
this, please feel free to end participation. Information for support services and resources

available will be provided at the end of this questionnaire.

Will participation be confidential and what will happen to my data?

Participation in this study will be anonymous; it will not be possible to identify any
participant in this study based on their responses. Any sensitive information regarding illegal
behaviour’s collected in this study will be completely anonymous and are asked strictly for
research purposes only, it will not be used for any purpose other than for this research study.

The data collected in this study will be stored safely, only the researcher and academic
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supervisor will have access to the data and only the researcher and NCI will have
responsibility for the data provided in this study. Data will be retained for 5 years in
accordance with the NCI data retention policy. Anonymised data will be stored on NCI
servers in line with the data retention policy. It is envisaged that anonymised data will also be
uploaded to a secondary data repository to facilitate validation and replication, in line with
Open Science best practice and conventions. The data in this study will be stored for the

possible publication of the research.

What will happen to the results of the study?

The results of this study will be submitted to the National College of Ireland as part of my
final year project in the form of a research paper and presentation. The results of my project
may be submitted to an academic journal for publication and/or presented for teaching
purposes. The data collected in this study will be held for up to 5 years in accordance with the

NCI data retention policy.

Who should I contact for further information?

Please feel free to contact:

Researcher — Lauren Yeates, x22401366@student.ncirl.ie

Research Supervisor — Dr. Fearghal O’Brien, Fearghal.obrien@ncirl.ie



mailto:x22401366@student.ncirl.ie
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Appendix B: Consent Form

In agreeing to take part in this research project, you are aware:

« This research project has been approved by the Departmental Ethics Committee

which means this procedure contains little to no ethical risk.

e You must be over the age of 18 and use social media to participate.

o All answers provided in this study are anonymous, you cannot be identified by your

anSWers.

e Questions in this study will ask you about peer pressure, social media, substance use,
alcohol use, smoking/vaping and cyberbullying. The data provided in this study is

strictly for research purposes only.

o All data provided in this study is the responsibility of the researcher and NCI.

e You have the right to refuse participation in this study.

e You have the right to stop participation at any point in this study.

e You have the right to refuse to answer any guestion in this study without providing an

explanation and without penalty.

e Once the data has been submitted, it cannot be withdrawn.

e This study is self-paced, you can take as long as you like and there is no breaks.

o Data will be retained for up to 5 years in accordance with the NCI Data Retention
Policy. Anonymised data will be stored on NCI servers in line with the data retention
policy. It is envisaged that anonymised data will also be uploaded to a secondary data

repository to facilitate validation and replication, in line with Open Science best
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practice and conventions. The data in this study will be stored for the possible

publication of the research.

e The results of this study will be submitted to the National College of Ireland as part of
my final year project. The results of this study may be submitted to an academic

journal for publication and/or presented for research purposes.

[ Please tick this box to indicate that you are providing informed consent to participate in

this study
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Appendix C: Demographic Questions

1. Gender

O Female

O Male

O Other

2. Age

3. Average hours spent on social media per day

0 0 Hours

0 1-3 Hours

] 4-6 Hours

O < 6 Hours

41
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Appendix D: Social Media Intensity Scale (Ellison et al., 2007)

Response range from 1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree

1. Social Media is a part of my everyday activities

2. 1 am proud to tell people | am on Social Media

3. Social Media has become a part of my everyday routine

4. 1 feel out of touch when I haven’t used Social Media in a while

5. | feel I am a part of the Social Media community

6. 1 would be sorry if Social Media shut down

42
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Appendix E: Online Peer Pressure Scale

Response range from 1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree

=

10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

| have felt peer pressure while using social media

| use social media to fit in

| have left a mean comment on social media because my online peers have
| am easily influenced by my peers when | am on social media

If my peers were posting/sharing certain content, | feel like I have to post/share
the same content

| have drank/posted about alcohol to fit in with my peers online

[ can’t say “no” to my peers on social media

| have participated in an online trend because of peer pressure

| have engaged in online dating due to peer pressure on social media

| have felt pressure on social media to start vaping/smoking

I can’t resist staying up late on social media because my peers do

| have felt pressure to take drugs because my peers on social media do
Social media puts pressure on me to do risky things

| give in to peer pressure on social media to be liked by my peers

| ignore my responsibilities due to peer pressure online
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Appendix F: Debrief Sheet

Thank you for taking the time to participate in this study. This study was conducted as part of

my Final Year Research Project at the National College of Ireland.

This study was investigating the influence of social media on implicit peer pressure and risk

taking.

Should you feel distressed from participating in this study please contact the researcher or the

academic supervisor.

Researcher: Lauren Yeates — x22401366@student.ncirl.ie

Research Supervisor: Dr. Fearghal O’Brien — Fearghal.obrien@ncirl.ie

Alternatively, you can access free support services such as:

TextAboutlt, a free and anonymous 24-hour text line. To contact, free text HELLO to 50808

Aware, a free phone line for support and information about depression. To call, Freephone

1800-804-848


mailto:x22401366@student.ncirl.ie
mailto:Fearghal.obrien@ncirl.ie
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Appendix G: Digital Poster for Participant Recruitment

PARTICIPANTS
WANTED

PSYCHOLOGY RESEARCH

PARTICIPANTS MUST BE 18+ AND
SOCIAL MEDIA USERS.
STUDY TAKRES ONLY 5 MINUTES

THE EFFECTS OF SOCIAL MEDIA ON
IMPLICIT PEER PRESSURE AND RISK
TAKING

R s
CONTACT: LAUREN YEATES
22401366@STUDENT.NCIRL.IE
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Appendix H: Ineligibility Message

Thank you for your time.

Unfortunately, you are not eligible for this study as you must use social media to participate.



