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Introduction

Peer influence is a key factor that shapes youth’s decisions and actions
around substance use, sexual activity, and outcomes such as teen
pregnancy. Peer influence can occur through digital communication (e.g.,
texting), social media or other digital spaces, or in person. Youth-supporting
professionals should understand the different ways youth communicate
with their peers and help youth navigate peer influence across in-person
and online interactions. Because peers can influence youth in different
ways, youth-supporting professionals should have the knowledge to
encourage positive peer relationships and informed decision-making
related to substance use and sexual activity.

Activate: The Center to Bring
Adolescent Sexual and
Reproductive Health Research to
Youth-Supporting Professionals
bridges the gap between research
and practice in support of the
Office of Population Affairs’ aims to
promote adolescent health and
prevent unintended teen
pregnancy. Activate translates
research and creates research-

Although teen pregnancy in the United States has declined over time,! based resources for professionals
certain groups of youth continue to experience higher rates of pregnancy who support young people
relative to the general population, including youth experiencing the child experiencing the child welfare or
welfare or juvenile justice systems, or youth experiencing homelessness.234  justice system, homelessness, or
Similarly, substance use rates are high among these same disconnection from school and

populations.>¢-78.9.10.11 The high rates of substance use and teen pregnancy work (i.e., opportunity youth).
suggest the importance of prevention strategies that address the broader

contexts shaping youth decisions. While many
factors shape these decisions, peer influence is
particularly important because it both increases
risk and protects against substance use and risky
sexual activity.1213 Peer norms, social acceptance,
and social pressure can encourage substance use
and sexual activity, but peers can also reinforce
safer choices and provide positive support. For
this reason, this research synthesis focuses on
peer influence as a key and modifiable point of
prevention. Targeting peer dynamics—for
example, by correcting misperceived norms,
strengthening prosocial peer networks, and
building skills to resist negative peer pressure—
can offer an opportunity to reduce substance use
and related sexual behaviors, ultimately reducing
the risk of unintended teen pregnancy.

In this summary, the term “risky sexual activity”
refers to consensual sexual activity that increases
the likelihood of unintended teen pregnancy or
sexually transmitted infections (STls).1* Among

*The second, third, and fourth authors contributed equally to this resource and are listed in alphabetical order.
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teens, risky sexual activity can include initiating sexual activity before age 14, inconsistent or ineffective use
of contraception, having multiple sexual partners, and engaging in sexual activity under the influence of
substances.1>16 Research examining links between substance use and risky sexual activity has considered
marijuana, alcohol, and other drugs (i.e., narcotics, opiates, amphetamines, stimulants). Given the
prominence of substance use in the literature, the next section examines how substance use contributes to
unintended teen pregnancy risk and why peer influence matters as a prevention strategy.l”

Substance Use and Unintended Teen Pregnancy

Research suggests that substance use may increase risky sexual activity and related outcomes—including
unintended teen pregnancy—in several ways, although the relationship between substance use and risky
sexual activity is shaped by multiple connected factors.!® For instance, personality or individual differences
(e.g., impulsivity, self-efficacy, sensation-seeking), contextual factors (e.g., social norms, where behaviors
take place), and interpersonal factors (e.g., family, peers) all play a role in a young person’s decision-making
around substance use and sexual activity.? Research with youth points to several ways that substance use
may contribute to risky sexual activity, including links to impaired judgment (i.e., while “under the
influence”), decision-making during sexual interactions,2>21 and inconsistent contraceptive use.22 Substance

use is also associated with intimate partner violence.2®

Impaired judgment and decision-making

Substance use is associated with greater sexual risk-taking during
adolescence.?* Research on adolescent brain development suggests that
the prefrontal cortex, the region of the brain that regulates impulse
control and decision-making, is not fully developed until the mid- to late
20s, indicating that youth are still developing their abilities to control
impulses, think through and make safe decisions, and engage with others
about those decisions.2> Impaired impulse control may be magnified when
youth use substances.?é Specifically, alcohol and drug use may contribute
to risky sexual activity by impairing judgment, inhibition, and rational
decision-making among youth.2” Alcohol can act as a catalyst for risky
sexual activity, with some youth describing it as “liquid courage”.28
Further, substance use has been associated with sexual initiation before
age 14,2% and with teen pregnancy.3°

Inconsistent or ineffective
contraceptive use

Substance use is associated with inconsistent or ineffective use of
contraceptives,31-3233 put this relationship is complex and not always
direct. For example, higher levels of alcohol use are associated with lower
levels of condom use.3* However, substance use can influence behavior in
ways that lead to improper or incorrect use of contraception, which can
increase the risk of teen pregnancy (e.g., missed doses of hormonal
contraception or incorrect condom use).3> Additionally, substance use
may impair judgment and decision-making in the moment, making it
harder for young people to consider sexual risks and take steps to
protect themselves.3¢:37
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Substance use, intimate partner violence, and reproductive coercion

Although the focus of this research synthesis is not sexual violence, we acknowledge the serious risks
associated with substance use and experiences of dating or intimate partner violence. Substance use may
exacerbate intimate partner violence and reproductive coercion, both of which are associated with the risk
of teen pregnancy.383? However, it is important to note that while violence and substance use may occur in
the same environments, substance use is not necessarily the root cause of violence. Experiencing intimate
partner violence is associated with an increased risk of unintended pregnancy, including when a partner
uses coercion, manipulation, or threats related to sex and pregnancy.#%4! Reproductive coercion can occur
when an individual or their sexual partner directly interferes with or sabotages contraception to reduce its
effectiveness (e.g., not using or improperly using condoms, withholding hormonal contraceptives).*2 These
actions undermine individual decision making and may increase the likelihood of unintended pregnancy.
Some research has shown that girls and young women with current or previous foster care involvement
report experiencing reproductive coercion (e.g., a sexual partner told them to not use hormonal birth
control, took away their hormonal birth control, prevented them from going to a clinic, refused to use or
deliberately damaged a condom) at higher rates than their peers.*3

Importantly, substance use often occurs within social contexts that shape youth’s decisions, including peers’
perceptions and behaviors surrounding substance use, as well as direct peer pressure. These influences are
particularly important during adolescence, when peer norms can strongly affect decision making.444> At the
same time, peer influence is associated with attitudes toward and engagement in risky sexual activity,
further compounding risk.4¢

Peer Influence on Substance Use and Risky
Sexual Activity

During adolescence and young adulthood, peer influence can shape both substance use and sexual
activity.*78 Given the potential for unstable adult support systems, peer influences may be particularly
important to consider for youth experiencing the child welfare and/or juvenile justice systems, or
homelessness.49-50.51,52

Peer influence on substance use

Substance use behaviors can be shaped by direct peer influence (e.g., peer pressure) and perceived peer
influence (e.g., beliefs about what one’s peers are doing).>® Youth often adjust their substance use behavior
to align with both the actual behavior of their peers and their perceptions of peer behavior.>* For example,
youth may have inaccurate beliefs about the prevalence of substance use among their peers, which can
influence their own decision-making (e.g., thinking, “All my peers are drinking, so | should too”).>>%¢ Research
indicates that youth commonly overestimate peer alcohol use, and these inflated perceptions are associated
with a higher likelihood of alcohol use.>”

Peer influence on substance use can vary depending on the type or closeness of the peer relationship,
including relationships with close friends and romantic partners versus acquaintances or broader peer
networks. Close friends tend to shape behavior through shared norms, expectations, and day-to-day social
interactions, while broader peer groups influence behavior through perceived norms and social
desirability.>® For example, if members of a close friend group regularly drink at parties and view this
behavior as typical, other member may feel increased pressure to engage in similar behaviors. In contrast, a
young person may believe that “most people at my school are hooking up and not using condoms,” based on
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social media posts, rumors, or high-visibility peers. Even without direct pressure, perceptions about what is
common or socially accepted can influence behavior to align with perceived norms.

Peer influence on substance use may be especially important for youth whose relationships with supportive
adults are limited or unstable, such as youth who experience the child welfare system, juvenile justice
system, or homelessness. A qualitative study of youth between ages 16 to

21 who were experiencing homelessness found that social networks shape

substance use norms through shared patterns of use, perceptions of drug- Example: If a young person’s close
related safety, encouragement or discouragement of use, and beliefs friends regularly drink at parties,
about when and where substance use is socially acceptable.5? For youth they may feel pressure to join

transitioning out of foster care, exposure to peer groups engaging in risky them.
activities and exposure to broader neighborhood-level stressors were

identified as risk factors for using multiple substances, even after Takeaway: What feels normal in a
accounting for family and other supports.¢® Similarly, among young people  friend group can shape a young
experiencing homelessness who had previously been in foster care person’s choices about drinking
(average age: 22), a greater number of foster care placements was and sex.

associated with anincreased likelihood of having peers who used

methamphetamine in their social networks.®! This finding highlights how

placement instability may disrupt stable, supportive relationships and contribute to greater reliance on peer
networks in which substance use is more prevalent, thereby increasing the risk of substance use.é? Finally,
among youth involved in the juvenile justice system, both family and peer substance use have been shown to
increase the risk of alcohol and illicit drug use, through direct exposure to substances and the development
of “pro-drug” attitudes.®® Pro-drug attitudes refer to beliefs that substance use is common, socially
acceptable, or low risk (e.g., “Everyone drinks” or “It’s not a big deal”), often shaped by perceived peer norms
and perceived approval of use.64%>

Collectively, this body of research highlights peers as a central influence on substance use, particularly
among youth experiencing different types of instability and system involvement.

Peer influence on sexual behaviors

Peer influence on adolescent and young adult sexual activity operates through both direct peer pressure
and indirect peer influence (e.g. peer norms and expectations about what sexual behaviors are typical or
socially acceptable).%® For example, a recent meta-analysis examining peer norms and adolescent sexual
activity highlighted the multiple ways peers shape risky sexual activity.®” Research indicates that youth are
more likely to engage in sexual activity when they perceive that their peers are sexually active, approve of
sex, or pressure them to engage in sexual activity. The same study found that theses associations are
strongest when youth perceive these norms among close friends rather than broader peer groups.¢8
Notably, beliefs about what peers do (i.e., descriptive norms) have been found to be more strongly
associated with sexual activity than beliefs about what peers approve of (i.e., injunctive norms) or direct
peer pressure related to sex. This suggests that adolescents may be more influenced by observed or
assumed peer behaviors than by explicit expectations or verbal encouragement.

Peer influence is particularly important for youth in the child welfare or juvenile justice systems or youth
experiencing homelessness because they rely more heavily on peers for support. Among youth who had
experienced maltreatment, earlier pubertal development (ages 9 to 13) was associated with engagement
with peers who used substances (i.e., alcohol or marijuana), which, in turn, was associated with an increased
risk for substance use and sexual activity.? Similarly, among youth experiencing homelessness, those whose
networks include people with multiple simultaneous partners or who engage in unsafe sex are more likely
than their peers whose networks do not include people engaging in these behaviors to have multiple
simultaneous partners or engage in unsafe sex.”® Youth who experienced homelessness prior to exiting
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foster care, compared to those who did not experience homelessness, are more likely to be connected to
peers who engage in risky sexual activity including sex without a condom.”?

Conversely, perceived peer use of condoms during sexual activity is associated with lower risk. Among
youth experiencing homelessness, perceiving higher levels of peer condom use or safer sex practices is
associated with reduced odds of engaging in sex without a condom.”2 Regarding pregnancy-related
attitudes, youth experiencing homelessness who perceive their “street-based peers” (i.e., peers also
experiencing homelessness) or serious romantic partners as disapproving of pregnancy, compared to
approving of pregnancy, are significantly less likely to endorse positive attitudes toward becoming
pregnant.’3

Together, these findings suggest that peer and partner norms—both risk-promoting and protective—play a
significant role in shaping adolescents’ sexual activity and pregnancy-related attitudes.

Increasing Positive Peer Influence and
Interrupting the Link Between Substance Use and
Risky Sexual Behavior

Positive peer norms and support

Peers can play a protective role by reinforcing safer norms and
expectations related to sexual activity and substance use. Youth whose
peer networks both promote safer sexual practices (e.g., contraception
use, non-judgmental attitudes toward abstinence, and norms supportive
of delaying sexual activity) and discourage substance use engage in risky
sexual behaviors at lower rates, underscoring the protective role of
positive peer influence.”#7>7¢|n one study, having someone to talk to
when feeling sad was associated with lower levels of risk-taking
behaviors among youth who are stably housed, including substance use
and sexual activity. However, among youth experiencing housing
instability, the same form of social support was associated with higher
levels of risk-taking behaviors, suggesting that the protective function
of support may depend on broader contextual factors.”” Taken
together, this body of research suggests that peer influence can
contribute to increased risk when peers model or reinforce risky
activity, but can also serve as a protective factor when peers model and
promote safer activity and contribute to supportive norms.

Using peer leaders in substance use and teen pregnancy
prevention programming

The research presented above suggests that peers may play a valuable role in programming focused on
substance use and teen pregnancy prevention. For youth who experience the child welfare or juvenile
justice systems, or youth experiencing homelessness, peer influence may be especially important because
relationships with supportive adults or caregivers may be disrupted by instability or system involvement.
For example, a study of adolescent girls in a residential care setting found that girls in the sample had
stronger ties to peers than to caregivers and that these peer relationships were sometimes associated with
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negative influences on substance use and sexual activity.”8 At the same time, this research provides support
for the idea of using positive peer networks as a prevention approach to minimize substance use and risky
sexual activity that can lead to unintended teen pregnancy.’? For example, adolescents and young adults
who model or encourage substance-free behaviors can discourage alcohol and drug use among their
peers.8981 Peer influence was a key factor in the success of an alcohol and tobacco use prevention program
across a large sample of adolescents.82 In a study that gathered input on intervention strategies for
preventing unintended pregnancy and STls directly from youth in foster care, youth supported the inclusion
of peer facilitators who shared past experiences and helped build positive peer networks.83 Collectively,
these findings suggest that youth may benefit from programming that includes peer leaders who engage
themin dialogue and counter direct or perceived negative peer pressure.

The resources below provide more information on implementing peer facilitation into your work with youth:

1. Peer Facilitation: Accelerating Individual, Community, and Societal Change

Promoting Peer Support in Child Welfare

Advancing the Work of Peer Support Specialist in Behavioral Health-Criminal Justice Programming

Expanding Peer Support Roles in Homeless Services Delivery: A Toolkit for Service Providers

Perspectives on Young Parents as Peer Educators in a Teen Pregnancy Prevention Program

Peer Education for Adolescent Reproductive and Sexual Health

N o v bk w0 DN

Part 1 of Peer Support Group Facilitation Skills for Peer Specialist in Veterans Health Administration

Conclusion

The literature reviewed in this summary suggests that peers can heighten the level of risk when substance
use, unprotected sex, or supportive attitudes toward pregnancy are normalized within youths’ social
networks. At the same time, peers can function as important protective influences when they model safer
behaviors, reinforce contraception use, discourage substance use, and communicate norms that support
healthier decision-making. Taken together, this research suggests that efforts to reduce unintended teen
pregnancy should consider not only individual knowledge and behavior change, but also peer networks and
social contexts that shape youth’s decisions. Further, because peer relationships influence both sexual
activity and substance use, prevention strategies that address peer influence may help reduce substance
use and the risk of unintended pregnancy. More information and practice-based strategies for working with
youth to harness positive peer influence and reduce substance use and risky sexual activity are available in
this related technical assistance tool: A Technical Assistance Tool for Helping Youth Navigate Peer
Influence.

In sum, harnessing positive peer influence through peer-led programming, supportive social networks, and
strategies that shift peer norms may be a promising way to reduce substance use, support safer sexual
decision-making, and ultimately reduce the risk of unintended teen pregnancy.

Methods

This research summary was supported by an extensive review of existing peer reviewed research and grey
literature. We conducted systematic searches using EBSCO and Google Scholar. The first 5 pages of the
results were exported to identify literature on peer and social influences on sexual decision-making and
pregnancy prevention among adolescents and young adults, and how this intersects with substance use. We
filtered results to include only English-language publications involving United States-based samples
published in peer-reviewed journals from 2015 to 2026. To the extent possible, we narrowed the literature
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search to focus on the following populations: young people experiencing child welfare or the juvenile justice
systems, homelessness, or disconnection from work and school. We used the following key terms: teen
pregnancy prevention, unwanted pregnancy, risky sexual behavior, peer influence, peer pressure, and social
influence. We then conducted a search using each of these key terms in combination with terms to describe
the populations (e.g., adolescent, young adult, aging out of foster care, and former foster youth).

We also conducted supplemental searches for literature examining peer influence on sexual decision-
making and the relationship between substance use and pregnancy prevention or sexual risk. These
searches expanded the terminology to include peer networks and norms; additional sexual and reproductive
health terms such as contraception, condom use, sexual initiation, and unprotected sex; and specific
substance use terms such as alcohol, cannabis, tobacco, nicotine, and other drug use. For the supplemental
search, we prioritized literature published within the last 10 years, though some older articles were retained
because of their unique contributions or distinct relevance to the research summary.

We screened out articles not closely related to the focal topic. We then developed an outline and sought
feedback from the Activate Research Alliance comprised of youth with lived experience, youth-supporting
professionals, program administrators, researchers, and policymakers. We made revisions based on their
feedback and proceeded to develop the full research summary and accompanying resource: A Technical
Assistance Tool for Helping Youth Navigate Peer Influence.
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