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Resource sheet 1.6.1: Information sheet 2

Negotiation skills and susceptibility to peer influence  
in adolescence

Overview
This information sheet discusses adolescents’ skills in managing peer conflict through negotiation, 
and their ability to handle negative peer influence. It will focus on three main topics:

developmental changes in peer conflict resolution strategies; ●

‘interpersonal negotiation strategies’ and perspective-taking ●

implications for adolescent friendships; –

susceptibility to peer influence in close friendships ●

links with psychosocial functioning. –

Relevant SEAL (Empathy) learning outcomes
I understand that people can all feel the same range of emotions, but that people do not 32. 
necessarily respond in the same way to similar situations, and that different people may express 
their feelings in many different ways.

33. I can see the world from other people’s points of view, can feel the same emotion as they are 
feeling and take account of their intentions, preferences and beliefs.

Relevant SEAL (Social skills) learning outcomes
I can assess risks and consider the issues involved before making decisions about my personal 41. 
relationships.

45. I can achieve an appropriate level of independence from others, charting and following my own 
course while maintaining positive relationships with others.

47. I can use a range of strategies to solve problems and know how to resolve conflicts with other 
people, such as mediation and conflict resolution.

1. Developmental changes in peer conflict resolution strategies
All of us experience conflicts with our peers on occasion, but the way in which we resolve these conflicts 
can vary dramatically. Psychologists have for some time been interested in how conflict resolution 
changes with age. One review of research in this area (Laursen, Finkelstein & Betts, 2001) focused on 
three main types of conflict resolution:  

coercion: ●  one party uses various assertive tactics such as commands or aggression to make the other 
party give in to demands;

disengagement: ●  the two parties drop the conflict without achieving a resolution;

negotiation:  ● the two parties seek a mutually satisfactory solution through strategies such as 
compromise, making concessions, taking turns, or sharing.
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A common finding is that coercion tends to decline with age while negotiation tends to increase with 
age. However, whereas adolescents often respond to hypothetical conflicts by using negotiation, studies 
of actual conflicts and studies using observer ratings suggest that disengagement and coercion may in 
fact be more common than negotiation. Only in early adulthood do we see a preference for negotiation 
strategies in both hypothetical and actual conflicts. 

2. ‘Interpersonal negotiation strategies’ and perspective-taking
Most of us would agree that negotiation skills are an important part of what it means to be socially 
competent. So what factors contribute to effective negotiation? The work of Robert Selman shows us 
how adolescents’ negotiation skills are heavily dependent on their ability to recognise and understand 
each others’ perspectives. In a key study (Selman et al., 1986), the researcher used structured interviews 
with young people between 11 and 19 years of age to assess the way they defined problems, the types 
of strategies they felt were effective, and the reasons they gave for using those strategies. His model 
presents four increasingly sophisticated levels of negotiation:

Level 0: ●  no attention to differing perspectives leading to impulsive, fight or flight behaviour;

Level 1: ●  recognise that perspectives differ, but fail to consider the different perspectives 
simultaneously leading to one-way commands or to unthinking submission;

Level 2: ●   recognise each others’ plans, opinions, and feelings, but still focus on protecting one’s 
interests leading to attempts to persuade the other party, or making trades and deals; 

Level 3: ●  focus on how one’s interests can be integrated with those of the other party leading to 
compromises through developing new shared goals. 

Selman found that negotiation became more sophisticated with increasing age, with Level 2 
understanding becoming common in mid-adolescence.  However, some adolescents use more 
sophisticated negotiation strategies than others of the same age. Vernberg et al. (1994) showed that 
these differences are related to the successful formation of teenage friendships.  They followed 12- to 
14-year-olds who were in the process of moving school, and demonstrated that pupils with more 
sophisticated negotiation strategies went on to have greater intimacy and companionship in their new 
friendships. 

3. Susceptibility to peer influence in close friendships 
Sensitivity to others’ points of view is clearly an important part of successful negotiation. But what 
happens when you feel under pressure from others to do something that you really don’t want to do? 
Some of the most challenging peer interaction situations involve the dilemma of how to respond to 
peer pressure. One early study showed a steady rise in conformity to antisocial peer suggestions (for 
example, stealing, trespassing, destruction of property) from 9 years of age to a peak at age 15, with 
some subsequent tailing off in late adolescence (Berndt, 1979).  

But there are also important individual differences: some pupils are highly susceptible to peer influence, 
whereas others are able to steer their own course and resist the pressures. A recent study by Allen, 
Porter & McFarland (2006) has shown that these differences can be understood by examining the 
‘leaders’ and ‘followers’ in 13- to 14-year-olds’ close friendships. Each pair of friends first had to complete 
a neutral decision-making task to assess pupils’ level of autonomy within their close friendships. The 
pupils’ psychological development and socio-behavioural functioning were also tracked over a one-year 
period. ‘Followers’ in the decision-making task, who just went along with their friends’ decisions instead 
of asserting their own point of view, were found to have:

declining levels of popularity; ●

increasing levels of depressive symptoms over time; ●

higher levels of substance use and sexual activity.   ●
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In contrast, those who had greater autonomy within their close friendships had a much more positive 
profile. It seems that pupils with the confidence to think for themselves within close friendships are 
much better able to resist any negative influences within the wider peer group.

What does this mean for me?
Read each section carefully, highlighting the key points that you think have implications for you and 
your work in school. Choose the three that you think are most important.

With a partner, explain the three points you have chosen and explain why you have chosen them. 

For each of the key points, think of a class, group or individual to whom it is particularly relevant. With 
your partner, explore how the reading explains their actions and interactions and how any enhanced 
understanding might change the way you work with them or help their learning. 

Which of the key points would you share with a class to enhance their social and emotional skills? How 
would you explain it and help them to apply this learning?

If you and your partner wanted to carry out some practical research into one of the points you have 
discussed, which would you choose and what would you do? Why don’t you do it?
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