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Peer Rela�onships During COVID

E�������� S������

In this paper, we report on aspects of peer rela�onships most likely to be
linked with vulnerability versus resilience in adolescents’ mental health
during the fall semester of 2020, five months a�er the mandatory pandemic-
related school closures that began in late March 2020. The sample consists
of 4,182 middle and high school students from 10 independent and public
schools with considerable diversity; one third of students overall were racial/
ethnic minori�es, and between 16-47% at each school received financial aid
or tui�on assistance.

Six aspects of peer rela�onships were assessed: Social Media Comparisons,
Envy, Nega�ve Social Media, Vic�miza�on, Sex�ng, and Peer Sexual
Harassment. Findings showed three aspects that emerged as top predictors
of student symptoms. Social Media Comparisons were strongly linked with
both Depression and Anxiety, overall and for all subgroups. Sex�ng was
strongly linked with Rule Breaking and Substance Use, overall and for most
subgroups.When examined separately by grade level division, Peer Sexual
Harassment was the top predictor of Rule Breaking and Substance Use
among both high school and middle school students. Addi�onal analyses
were conducted to determine which subgroups of adolescents might be
most vulnerable. Notably higher vulnerability was found for gender non-
binary students on all symptoms as well as Peer Sexual Harassment, Sex�ng,
Nega�ve Social Media, and Vic�miza�on, female students on Anxiety and
Rule-Breaking as well as on Social Media Comparisons and Envy, high school
students on all symptoms as well as Social Media Comparisons, Sex�ng, and
Peer Sexual Harassment, and Hispanic students on Depression, Rule-
Breaking, Social Media Comparisons, and Sex�ng.

Overall, findings provide direc�ons for preven�ve interven�ons as COVID-
related stressors con�nue, with par�cular a�en�on to the aspects of peer
rela�onships noted above and the subgroups of students iden�fied as
especially vulnerable.
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PEER RELATIONSHIPS IN ADOLESCENCE

One defining characteris�c of adolescence is the increasing importance and influence of
friends as youth strive for independence from their parents (Meuwese et al., 2017).
Research shows that peer rela�onships can serve as both risk and protec�ve factors in
adolescent mental health and well-being; while posi�ve peer interac�ons provide crucial
social and emo�onal support protec�ng against depression and anxiety, nega�ve
interac�ons can lead to poor self-concept, low self-worth, and thus increase the risk of
depression and anxiety (Lebowitz et al., 2019). A second defining characteris�c of this
stage is the combina�on of heightened social sensi�vity and emo�onal reac�vity with
underdeveloped self-regulatory skills that makes adolescents par�cularly vulnerable to
interpersonal stress and peer conflict (Bailen et al., 2019; Collins & Steinberg, 2006).

Difficul�es with peer rela�onships can place adolescents at increased risk for poor mental
health. Achenbach (1966) dis�nguished between two types of symptoms common
among adolescents: internalizing symptoms include anxiety, depression, withdrawal, and
soma�c complaints, while externalizing symptoms include substance use and other
forms of delinquent or aggressive behavior. Research in developmental science has shed
light on the amplifying role that close friendships can have on adolescents’ pre-exis�ng
tendencies toward internalizing and externalizing symptoms: Costello and colleagues
(2020) found that adolescents’ internalizing symptoms were predicted by a process, first
described by Rose (2002), called co-rumina�on– where friends excessively and non-
produc�vely discuss and rehash problems and their associated nega�ve feelings– while

PEER RELATIONSHIPS DURING COVID

This report describes findings on student mental
health and peer rela�onships during COVID. This
report is the third in a five-part series, with Part 1
introducing methods and presen�ng data on
symptom rates in student subgroups, and with
each of Parts 2-5 focusing on a specific aspect of
student life with essen�al implica�ons for mental
health and well-being. The aspects are Parent
Rela�onships (Part 2), Peer Rela�onships, School
Climate, and Individual Student A�ributes.

https://www.authconn.com/HASS_White%20Paper_Intro_June2021.html
https://www.authconn.com/Files/Authentic%20Connections%20HASS%20Parents%20White%20Paper.pdf
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externalizing symptoms were predicted by deviancy-training– a process in which peers
mutually encourage and reinforce (“egg on”) problem behavior. However, for students
with lower levels of baseline symptoms and higher levels of well-being, close friendships
had a protec�ve effect against poormental health (Costello et al., 2020). These findings
underscore the importance of promo�ng healthy friendships among adolescents while
working to iden�fy and aid thosemost at risk for harmful rela�onships.

PEER RELATIONSHIPS ANDWELL-BEING DURING COVID

Themany changes and restric�ons brought on by the COVID-19 pandemic have been
par�cularly hard on adolescent rela�onships. The shi� to remote learning, the disrup�on
to extracurricular ac�vi�es, and the enactment of social distancing rules have led to
reduced face-to-face contact with friends. Prior research has shown that low quality
friendships, social isola�on, loneliness, and peer vic�miza�on are associated with
higher levels of depression in teens (Hankin et al., 2015; Loades et al., 2020). Moreover,
the lack of peer interac�onsmay heighten adolescents’ anxiety about close friendships,
social status, and peer belonging (Ellis et al., 2020). In a survey of 248 adolescents
assessed during COVID, researchers found that teens with lower levels of social
connectedness during lockdowns reported higher levels of depression and anxiety and
lower levels of life sa�sfac�on; addi�onally, among the top issues most distressing for
respondents were not being able to see their friends and not being able to par�cipate in
extracurricular ac�vi�es or a�end social events (Magson et al., 2021).

Social Media

Social media use among adolescents was high even before COVID. Na�onal surveys
show that over 90% of teens aged 13-17 have used social media, and 51% visit a social
media site at least once a day (AACAP, 2018). Of course, there are benefits to social
media use: in a survey of 1,513 young adults ages 14-22, 53% said that social media
was very important for staying connected to family and friends during COVID, 34% said
it was very important for being informed about current events, and 31% said it was
very important for learning to protect themselves against COVID (Rideout et al., 2021).

While social media may have served as a social lifeline during COVID, there are risks
involved. In a survey of 1,054 adolescents, researchers found thatmore �me spent on
social media was linked to higher depression (Ellis et al., 2020). Rideout and colleagues
(2021) report that over 25% of teens said they o�en encounter hate speech on social
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media, including body shaming (29%), racist comments (27%), sexist comments (26%),
and homophobic comments (23%); they also found that teens in marginalized groups
were more likely to encounter targeted hate speech, with youth of color more likely
to encounter racism, young women more likely to face sexism, and LGBTQIA+ youth
more likely to face discrimina�on. In a survey of 2,909 parents conducted by
researchers at the Lurie Children’s Hospital of Chicago (2020), parents expressed
concern about social media preven�ng their child from ge�ng enough sleep (58%)
or enough physical ac�vity (57%), and crea�ng an unhealthy desire for a�en�on and
approval (51%). Other evidence from developmental science has linked adolescent
social media use to upward social comparisons, envy, lower body sa�sfac�on, and fear
of missing out (Fabris et al., 2020; Jarman et al., 2021; Radovic et al., 2017).

Social Comparisons and Peer Envy

In recently-published research examining the rela�onship of achievement pressures to
mental health among youth in high-achieving schools, we found that social media
comparisons were consistently and powerfully linked to internalizing symptoms in all
student subgroups (Luthar et al., 2020b). This finding– that social media comparisons
are linked to increased anxiety and depression in youth– is especially important given
that social media pla�orms inherently incite comparisons among users. Researchers
have referred to social media as a “comparison trap” that encourages users to base their
judgements of self-worth on the numbers of followers, likes, and shares garnered by
their online ac�vity (Webber, 2017). Research has also shown that comparisons of the
quality of their lives to those of others based on social media pos�ngs impact users’
self-esteem, and that upward comparisons– i.e., comparisons with others perceived to
be superior– aremost strongly linkedwith poor well-being (Fardouly & Vartanian,
2015; Vogel et al., 2014). The poten�al for ill-effects of social media comparisons is
intensified among youth in high-achieving schools, where personal achievement is both
highly valued and exceedingly common (Fang et al., 2018).

Closely related to social comparisons is envy, which refers to “an unpleasant and o�en
painful blend of feelings characterized by feelings of inferiority, hos�lity, and
resentment” (Smith & Kim, 2007, p. 47). Research has shown that youth in high-
achieving schools report high levels of envy towards peers who surpass them in areas
such as popularity, a�rac�veness, and athle�cs; addi�onally, high levels of envy were
linked with higher levels of externalizing problems (substance use, delinquency,
aggression) and lower relatedness, especially among females (Lyman & Luthar, 2014).

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/342718560_Students_in_High-Achieving_Schools_Perils_of_Pressures_to_Be_Standouts
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Nega�ve Interac�ons With Peers

Another important aspect of peer rela�onships involves nega�ve interac�ons such as
meanness, bullying, and vic�miza�on. In compe��ve environments like high-achieving
schools, there are risks for heightened envy and an�pathy as students strive to be the
“best of the best” (Lyman& Luthar, 2014). Research has shown that envy involves feelings
of inferiority, hos�lity, and resentment that, when taken out on others, can lead to distress
in those vic�mized (Vogel et al., 2014).Moreover, studies on adolescent development
have shown rela�onships between rela�onal vic�miza�on (e.g., being gossiped about or
being le� out) and high levels of distress (Murray-Close et al., 2017). In this paper, we
report on two forms of nega�ve peer interac�ons occurring online aswell as in-person:
the frequency and source of nega�ve interac�ons on socialmedia (“Howo�en aremean
things said to or about you on socialmedia by…?”), and the experience of rela�onal peer
vic�miza�on, including teasing, bullying, humilia�on, gossip, and being excluded.

Sex�ng and Sexual Harassment

Closely related to social media use is the rise of sex�ng, which involves the sending,
receiving, or forwarding of text, images, or videos of a sexual nature via technological
devices. A study of over 110,000 youth found that 15% of adolescents have sent sexts
while 27% have received them (Madigan et al., 2018). Evidence suggests that sex�ng
becomes more common with age; one study reported that rates of sex�ng increased
from 3% at age 12 to 32% at age 18 (Dake et al., 2012). Evidence also shows
differences by gender, with females more likely to send or feel pressured to send
sexts and males more likely to receive sexts (Kle�ke et al., 2014). Females are also
more likely to report nega�ve experiences with sex�ng and facing harsh social
judgment for sex�ng (Buren & Lunde, 2018). While sex�ng, like other sexually
explora�ve behaviors, may be a part of norma�ve and healthy adolescent
development, there is evidence to suggest that concern is warranted. A study of
41,723 adolescents found that youth who sexted were four �mes more likely to have
sexual intercourse, five �mes more likely to have mul�ple sexual partners, and only
half as likely to prac�ce safe sex than youth who did not sext (Mori et al., 2019).
Adolescent sex�ng has also been linked to nega�ve adjustment outcomes such as
substance use and depression (Medrano et al., 2018; Mori et al., 2019).

Another factor to consider is consent. Nonconsensual sex�ng includes the sending,
receiving, or forwarding of sexts without consent, and is considered a form of non-
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contact sexual violence by the Centers for Disease Control and Preven�on (Basile et
al., 2014). Studies show that 12% of middle and high schoolers admit to forwarding
sexts without consent, while 15% of young adults (18-29) have done so (Madigan et
al., 2018; Mori et al., 2021). Another study found that LGBT teens were more likely to
experience having their sexts forwarded without their consent (Pampa� et al., 2020).
This is troubling, as nonconsensual sex�ng has been linked to interpersonal violence,
bullying, depression, and suicide (Pampa� et al., 2020, Madigan et al., 2018)– and also
to serious legal consequences.

Taken together, the findings reviewed in this sec�on highlight the salience of
adolescents’ rela�onships with peers for their mental health and well-being.
Therefore, this report will present findings on student symptoms in rela�on to six
essen�al aspects of peer rela�onships, both online and in-person: Social Media
Comparisons, Envy, Nega�ve Social Media, Vic�miza�on, Sex�ng, and Peer Sexual
Harassment. We will seek to answer two key ques�ons: 1) Which specific aspects of
peer rela�onships truly ma�er for students’ mental health? and 2) Which subgroups
are most at-risk in terms of peer rela�onships?

THE FALL 2020 HIGH ACHIEVING SCHOOLS SURVEY

During the Fall semester of the 2020-2021 school year, AC partnered with independent
and public schools across the United States to administer the High Achieving Students
Survey (HASS) to 4,182 middle and high school students (for more details about the
sample, see Authen�c Connec�ons, June 2021). The HASS is a comprehensive mixed-
methods survey with both quan�ta�ve and open-ended ques�ons, and is designed to
be completed online by students in a single class period (approximately 30-45 minutes).
At the �me of assessment, par�cipa�ng schools were in either full in-person learning
mode or in a hybrid format including both in-person and remote learning.

MEASURES

Student Symptoms

TheHASSmeasured four components of student mental health and well-being:
Depression, Anxiety, Rule Breaking (i.e., behaviors such as chea�ng and stealing), and
Substance Use. For each component, five ques�ons asked students to report how

https://www.authconn.com/HASS_White%20Paper_Intro_June2021.html
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frequently they experienced the symptom in ques�on on a 5-point scale (0 = never, 4 =
very o�en). The items were taken from theWell-Being Index, a psychometrically-
validatedmeasure of adolescent mental health symptoms (Luthar et al., 2020a).

Peer Predictors

The HASS assessed six constructs related to peer rela�onships: Social Media
Comparisons, Envy, Nega�ve Social Media, Vic�miza�on, Sex�ng, and Peer Sexual
Harassment. Table 1 presents examples of items for each construct (all were rated
on a 5-point scale: 1 = strongly disagree/not at all, 5 = strongly agree/very much).

Table 1. Peer Rela�onship Constructs and Items
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KEY FINDINGS

Descrip�ve Data on Daily Time Use

The HASS asked students to es�mate the number of hours spent on each of the
following on a typical day: 1) screens (e.g., computers, tablets, phones), 2) social
media (e.g., Snapchat, TikTok, Instagram, Twi�er, YouTube, Reddit), 3) homework,
and 4) sleep. Figure 1 illustrates daily �me spent on each of these 4 areas.

Figure 1. Typical Daily Time on Screens, Social Media, Homework, and Sleep

As shown in Figure 1, most students reported spending 5 hours per day on
screens, and 2 hours per day on social media. Most students spent 2-3 hours per
day on homework, and 7 hours per day on sleep.
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Top Peer Predictors of Student Symptoms

We conducted mul�ple regression analyses to iden�fy which of the peer constructs
examined were most strongly linked to student symptoms. Figure 2 presents the top
peer predictor of each student symptom, both overall and within each subgroup.

Figure 2. Top Peer Predictor of Each Student Symptom ¹

As shown in Figure 2, a high level of Social Media Comparisonswas the strongest
predictor of Depression and Anxiety in the overall sample of students and for all
demographic subgroups examined, showing that students’ feelings of personal
inadequacy upon viewing peers’ social media posts were linked to higher levels of
internalizing symptoms. Sex�ngwas the top predictor of Rule Breaking and
Substance Use, overall and for 17 of 19 subgroups, sugges�ng that students who
sexted more o�en also engaged in more externalizing behaviors. However,when
examined by grade level division, Peer Sexual Harassmentwas the top predictor of
Rule Breaking and Substance Use for both high school and middle school students.

Table 2 presents regression beta coefficients showing the strength of the effect of
each predictor on each outcome. In psychological research, a beta coefficient larger
than ±0.20 is generally considered “meaningful” or “noteworthy”. As shown, large
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beta coefficients were observed for Social Media Comparisonswith Depression (0.47)
and Anxiety (0.39), and for Sex�ngwith Rule Breaking (0.25) and Substance Use
(0.30). These values show the clear, strong salience of Social Media Comparisons and
Sex�ng for adolescent mental health symptoms.

Table 2.
Regression Beta
Coefficients

The next sec�on of this report presents clinically significant levels of the top three
aspects of peer rela�onships most powerfully linked to students’ mental health, in the
overall sample: Social Media Comparisons, Sex�ng, and Peer Sexual Harassment.

Overall Levels of Top Peer Predictors

Figure 3 presents the percentage of students overall with clinically significant levels of
the top three peer predictors– that is, students who responded some�mes, o�en, or
very o�enwhen asked how frequently they engaged in Social Media Comparisons or
were subject to Peer Sexual Harassment, and also those who respondedmonthly,
weekly, or dailywhen asked how o�en they engaged in Sex�ng.

Figure 3. Top Peer Predictors in the Overall Sample
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As shown in Figure 3, 61% of students surveyed have experienced harmful Social
Media Comparisons and 17% of students reported having been subject to Peer
Sexual Harassment.

The most frequently experienced forms of sexual harassment were having a peer
make unwelcome sexual comments, jokes, or gestures (27%) and being shown or
sent unwelcome sexual pictures (16%). Only 2.1% of students surveyed reported
engaging in sex�ng on a regular (i.e., monthly, weekly, or daily) basis. Of the
students who have engaged in sex�ng, most reported doing so only ever once or
twice.

In order to detect key differences that may not be visible in the overall sample of all
students, the next sec�on of this report will examine clinically significant rates of
the top 3 peer predictors of student mental health– Social Media Comparisons,
Sex�ng, and Peer Sexual Harassment– separately by gender, ethnicity/race, and
grade level division. Addi�onal analyses are presented in the Appendix.

Rates of Peer Predictors in Student Subgroups

Part 1 of this report introduced the underlying theory and methods and presented
data on symptom rates within different student subgroups. To reiterate the findings
on symptom rates, we found that three par�cular subgroups stood out. First,
gender non-binary students had higher levels of all symptoms assessed than males
and females. Second, high school students had higher levels of all symptoms
assessed than middle school students. Third, considered by ethnicity/race,White
students were most likely to report serious rates of Substance Use.

Figures 4-12 in this sec�on show the percentage of students repor�ng frequent
Social Media Comparisons, Sex�ng, and Peer Sexual Harassment separately by
gender iden�ty, race/ethnicity, and grade level division; the black bar shows the
sample average (i.e., for all 4,182 students across the 10 schools).

https://www.authconn.com/HASS_White%20Paper_Intro_June2021.html
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Figure 4.
Social Media Comparisons by Gender Iden�ty

As shown in Figure 4 ², the percentage of students
repor�ng high levels of Social Media Comparisons was
highest among females (74.7%) and gender non-binary
students (60.0%) and lowest among males (46.7%).

Figure 5.
Social Media Comparisons by Ethnicity/Race

Figure 5 shows the percentage of students repor�ng
high rates of Social Media Comparisons separately by
race/ethnicity. As shown, Asian and Hispanic students
(67.3% and 66.2%, respec�vely) were most likely to
report frequent Social Media Comparisons ³.

Figure 6.
Social Media Comparisons by Grade Level

Figure 6 shows the percentage of students repor�ng
high Social Media Comparisons separately by grade
level division. As shown, high school students (65.1%)
were more likely than middle school students to report
frequent Social Media Comparisons ⁴.

Rates of Social Media Comparisons
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Rates of Sex�ng

Figure 7.
Sex�ng by Gender Iden�ty

Figure 7 shows the percentage of students repor�ng
frequent Sex�ng (monthly, weekly, or daily) by gender
iden�ty. As shown, gender non-binary students were five
�mesmore likely than either males or females to report
high levels of Sex�ng (9.5% vs. 1.9%) ⁵.

Figure 8.
Sex�ng by Ethnicity/Race

Figure 8 shows the percentage of students repor�ng
frequent Sex�ng by race/ethnicity. As shown, rates of
Sex�ng among Hispanic students were twice as high as
those in the overall sample (4.2% vs. 2.1%); rates were
also high among students in the Other Ethnici�es
group and among White students ⁶.

Figure 9.
Sex�ng by Grade Level

Figure 9 shows the percentage of students repor�ng
frequent Sex�ng by division. As shown, rates of Sex�ng
were low among both divisions but were higher among
high school students (2.4%) than among middle school
students ⁷.
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Rates of Peer Sexual Harassment

Figure 10.
Peer Sexual Harassment by Gender Iden�ty

Figure 10 shows the percentage of students repor�ng
frequent Peer Sexual Harassment by gender iden�ty.
As shown, rates of Peer Sexual Harassment were
highest among gender non-binary students (34.4%) and
females (22.8%) ⁸.

Figure 11.
Peer Sexual Harassment by Ethnicity/Race

Figure 11 shows the percentage of students repor�ng
frequent Peer Sexual Harassment by race/ethnicity. As
shown, above-average rates of Peer Sexual Harassment
were reported by students in the Other Ethnici�es
group (17.8%), White students (17.8%), and Hispanic
students (17.6%) ⁹.

Figure 12.
Peer Sexual Harassment by Grade Level

Figure 12 shows the percentage of students repor�ng
frequent Peer Sexual Harassment by grade level
division. As shown, rates of Peer Sexual Harassment
were higher among high school students (19.6%) than
middle school students ¹⁰.
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DISCUSSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Our analysis of symptom rates among 4,182 students surveyed between September
and December of 2020 revealed several important pa�erns regarding the role of peer
rela�onships in students’ resilience during COVID. This sec�on summarizes findings on
the two major ques�ons addressed and provides recommenda�ons for schools.

Which specific aspects of peer rela�onships are most important for
students’ mental health?

Of the six aspects of peer rela�onships we examined, three emerged as top predictors
of student symptoms. First, high levels of Social Media Comparisonswere strongly
linked with both Depression and Anxiety, overall and for all subgroups. Second, high
levels of Sex�ngwere strongly linked with Rule Breaking and Substance Use, overall
and for most subgroups. Third, when examined separately by grade level division,
having experienced Peer Sexual Harassmentwas most strongly predic�ve of Rule
Breaking and Substance Use among both high school and middle school students. In
general, beta coefficients of 0.20 represent associa�ons that are “meaningful” in the
real world. In our findings, large and significant beta coefficients demonstrated the
salience of Social Media Comparisons (beta = 0.47 for Depression and 0.39 for
Anxiety) and Sex�ng (beta = 0.25 for Rule Breaking and 0.30 for Substance Use).

On average, students spent 2-3 hours per
day using social media– the same amount of
�me reportedly spent on homework. The
sheer amount of �me spent was far less
important for student mental health than

were the resul�ng self-to-peer comparisons.

Consistent with other studies es�ma�ng that between 15-27% of teens overall have
sexted (e.g., Dake et al., 2012; Madigan et al., 2018), we found that between 11-21%
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of students in our sample have sexted at least once and that 2% regularly sext on a
daily, weekly, or monthly basis. Our analyses showed that Sex�ngwas the top
predictor of both Rule Breaking and Substance Use. Between 5-27% of students in
our overall sample reported experiencing peer sexual harassment regularly. Most
frequently experienced were having a peer make unwelcome sexual comments, jokes,
or gestures (27%), being shown or sent unwelcome sexual pictures (16%). In analyses
conducted separately within each grade level division, Peer Sexual Harassmentwas
the top predictor of both Rule Breaking and Substance Use in both age groups. It is
important to note that these associa�ons could be bidirec�onal; students who are
already distressed may be more likely to see themselves as lacking rela�ve to peers,
and students who generally break rules and use substances may be more likely to
engage in sex�ng or to experience sexual harassment.

These results show that Social Media Comparisons clearly override the effects of two
peer dimensions generally thought of as par�cularly toxic– Nega�ve Social Media and
Vic�miza�on. In other words, even more so than experiencing overt meanness and
bullying, online or in-person, simply feeling less interes�ng, happy, or a�rac�ve than
one’s peers was linked to Depression and Anxiety.

Which subgroups are most at-risk in terms of peer rela�onships?

In examining levels of peer predictors within each student subgroup, we iden�fied
some groups of students who may be par�cularly vulnerable. Female students were
most likely to report serious levels of Social Media Comparisons, the predictor most
strongly linked with Depression and Anxiety. Females were also most likely to report
serious levels of Envy. This finding is consistent with prior research showing that
females tend to have lower self-esteem as well as greater use of social media (e.g.,
Vogel et al., 2014; Joinson, 2008; Tufekci, 2008). Gender non-binary students were
most likely to report frequent experiences of Peer Sexual Harassment and Sex�ng,
the top predictors of Rule Breaking and Substance Use; they were also more likely to
report serious levels of Nega�ve Social Media and Vic�miza�on, and as described in
Part 1 of this report, had the highest levels of all symptoms assessed. By race/
ethnicity, serious levels of Social Media Comparisonswere most o�en reported by
Asian and Hispanic students. Hispanic students were twice as likely to report
frequent Sex�ng; rates were also high among students in the Other Ethnici�es group.
Severe levels of Peer Sexual Harassmentwere most o�en reported by White students,
Hispanic students, and students in the Other ethnici�es group. By developmental
level, high school students fared worse than middle school students on all three top
peer predictors; they also had higher levels of all symptoms (Part 1).

https://www.authconn.com/HASS_White%20Paper_Intro_June2021.html
https://www.authconn.com/HASS_White%20Paper_Intro_June2021.html
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Recommenda�ons for Schools

Taken together, these findings indicate a need to support students by working to
promote healthy peer rela�onships. On this front, themost important issue to address
is social media comparison; students who felt worse about themselves a�er viewing
peers’ social media weremore vulnerable to depression and anxiety. It is vital for schools
to work tominimize social comparisons whenever possible.Our first recommenda�on
is for adults at school to proac�vely reduce the degree to which students perceive
their self-worth as dependent on their academic and extracurricular accomplishments,
and instead help students to base their judgments of self-worth on feelings that they are
seen and loved for who they are as individuals. Research clearly shows that feelings of
uncondi�onal acceptance from parents and adults are cri�cal for youth to thrive in the
face of adversity (Luthar & Eisenberg, 2017; NASEM, 2019), and that students with low
self-esteem are especially vulnerable when they perceive themselves to be inferior to
others, regardless of their actual levels of rela�ve standing (Cramer et al., 2016).

Second, we recommend that proac�ve steps are taken to reduce norms and rituals
that tend to exacerbate social comparisons, such as public announcements of class
ranks and events like “sweater days,” where students celebrate college acceptances by
wearing branded apparel, o�en with the result that those who are not accepted by
pres�gious colleges feel less than others (Luthar & Kumar, 2018; Luthar et al., 2020).

Our third recommenda�on is to include students themselves in coming upwith
solu�ons to reduce unhealthy social comparisons at school. This can be done by
sharing with students the science showing the destruc�ve effects of ongoing social
comparisons onmental health. Addi�onally, focus groups can be used to help get
students’ crea�ve ideas about how this can be addressed in their own school. Luthar et
al. (2019) describe, for example, how high school seniors volunteered to talk tomiddle
schoolers about the need to watch out for unhealthy compe��on and comparisons,
which they themselves had become prey to, but had then overcome.

Equally important issues to address are sex�ng and sexual harassment. Between 11-
21% of students surveyed have sexted at least once, and being shown or sent unwanted
sexual photos was one of themost frequently experienced forms of sexual harassment.
The recommenda�on here is for schools to use peer leaders and well-liked adults to
make clear that the school has a zero-tolerance policy on all forms of harassment–
including nonconsensual sex�ng (i.e., the sending, receiving, or forwarding of sexts
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without consent). It is essen�al to make clear what the consequences will be for such
behaviors and to follow through accordingly. It also can be helpful to give students real-
life examples of how sexts (that were supposed to be private) spread like wildfire, and
seriously damaged careers of people in posi�ons of importance and influence.

With regard to recommended interven�on for the subgroups of students who stood out
as showing substan�ve vulnerabili�es, affinity groups bringing students together in an
organized, regular waymay be helpful in enhancing feelings of well-being. It is vital to
have at least one suppor�ve adult with whom each child might connect, especially when
struggling.

Conclusion

In future efforts to enhance students’ well-being, schools would do well to minimize two
aspects of peer rela�onships that are highly destruc�ve, apparently muchmore so than
dimensions commonly “faulted” such as �me spent on social media. Schools will have to
work proac�vely to reduce students’ tendencies to constantly compare themselves
with each other (which o�en can result in feeling less than others). It will also be
important to communicate, and follow through on, zero-tolerance policies on all forms
of sexual harassment, including nonconsensual sex�ng.

NOTES
1. All regression coefficients (standardized beta weights) are sta�s�cally significant (p < .05).

2. Gender: X2(2, N = 3689) = 193.73, p < .001.

3. Ethnicity: X2(4, N = 3657) = 12.50, p < .05.

4. Grade: X2(1, N = 3690) = 23.23, p < .001.

5. Gender: X2(2, N = 3672) = 25.85, p < .001.

6. Ethnicity: X2(4, N = 3640) = 12.25, p < .05.

7. Grade: X2(1, N = 3674) = 5.95, p < .05.

8. Gender: X2(2, N = 3672) = 25.85, p < .001.

9. Ethnicity: X2(4, N = 3502) = 10.96, p < .05.

10. Grade: X2(1, N = 3534) = 0.09, n.s.
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Meuwese, R., Cillessen, A. H. N., & Güroğlu, B. (2017). Friends in high places: a dyadic perspec�ve on peer status as predictor of friendship
quality and the media�ng role of empathy and prosocial behavior. Social Development, 26(3), 503–519.

Mori, C., Temple, J. R., Browne, D., & Madigan, S. (2019). Associa�on of sex�ng with sexual behaviors and mental health among adolescents: A
systema�c review and meta-analysis. JAMA Pediatrics, 173(8), 1–10.

Mori, C., Choi, H. J., Temple, J. R., & Madigan, S. (2021). Pa�erns of sex�ng and sexual behaviors in youth: a latent class analysis. Journal of
Adolescence, 88, 97-106.

Motoca, L. M., Williams, S., & Silverman, W. K. (2012). Social skills as a mediator between anxiety symptoms and peer interac�ons among
children and adolescents. Journal of Clinical Child & Adolescent Psychology, 41(3), 329-336.

Murray-Close, D., Holterman, L. A., Breslend, N. L., & Sullivan, A. (2017). Psychophysiology of proac�ve and reac�ve rela�onal aggression.
Biological Psychology, 130, 77–85.

Na�onal Academies of Science, Engineering, and Medicine (2019). Vibrant and healthy kids: Aligning science, prac�ce, and policy to advance
health equity.Washington, DC: The Na�onal Academies Press.

Pampa�, S., Lowry, R., Moreno, M. A., Rasberry, C. N., & Steiner, R. J. (2020). Having a sexual photo shared without permission and associated
health risks: A snapshot of nonconsensual sex�ng. JAMA Pediatrics, 174(6), 618-619.

Radovic, A., Gmelin, T., Stein, B. D., & Miller, E. (2017). Depressed adolescents’ posi�ve and nega�ve use of social media. Journal of Adolescence,
55, 5–15.

Rideout, V., Fox, S., Peebles, A., & Robb, M. B. (2021). Coping with COVID-19: How young people use digital media to manage their mental
health. San Francisco, CA: Common Sense and Hopelab.

Rose, A. J. (2002). Co-rumina�on in the friendships of girls and boys. Child Development, 73, 1830–1843.
Smith, R. H., & Kim, S. H. (2007). Comprehending envy. Psychological Bulle�n, 133(1), 46–64.
Tufekci, Z. (2008). Grooming, gossip, Facebook and MySpace: What can we learn about these sites from those who won’t assimilate?

Informa�on, Communica�on & Society, 11, 544-564.
Vogel, E. A., Rose, J. P., Roberts, L. R., & Eckles, K. (2014). Social comparison, social media, and self-esteem. Psychology of Popular Media Culture,

3, 206–222.
Webber, R. (2017). The comparison trap. Psychology Today. Retrieved from h�ps://www.psychologytoday.com/us/ar�cles/201711/the-

comparison-trap


