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This longitudinal analysis of Oregon Youth Study boys tested the hypothesis that
primary influence processes in adolescent friendships are social interactional and
that the quality of the friendship has little to do with the development of delinquent
behavior. Results suggest that boys identified as antisocial in childhood showed
poor-quality friendships at age 13-14 and boys who were highly delinquent at age
13-14 also reported low levels of relationship quality. In a multivariate analysis,
friendship quality was not a factor in predicting changes in delinquent behavior
from ages 13-14 through 15-16. However, it appears that boys with poor-quality
friendships and a high level of delinquency at age 13-14 escalated in delinquent
hehavior over the 2-vear follow-up period. Findings are discussed with respect to
theory regarding the socializing influence of peers.

The literature on the influence of peers and the development of
antisocial behavior is paradoxical. We know that antisocial behavior in
childhood is correlated with peer rejection (Coie & Kupersmidt, 1983;
Dodge, 1983). However, association with deviant friends is one of the
strongest predictors of adolescent delinquency and drug use (Elliott,
Huizinga, & Ageton, 1985). Exploring this paradox has led to advance-
ments in understanding the multidimensional nature of peer relation-
ships, as well as the peer socialization processes that support growth in
problem behavior. In this paper we explore in some depth the role of
friendship quality in the amount of influence of deviant friends. To this
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end, the Oregon Youth Study boys (OYS; Patterson, Reid, & Dishion,
1992) were studied at age 9-10 and followed through age 15-16.

There is considerable evidence that adolescent problem behavior is
embedded within friendship networks. Several studies document similar-
ity among friends in behaviors such as aggression, delinquency, sub-
stance use, and early sexual intercourse within these networks (e.g., Billy,
Rodgers, & Udry, 1984; Cairns, Cairns, Neckerman, Gest, & Gariépy,
1988; Dishion, Andrews, & Crosby, 1995; Dishion, Capaldi, Spracklen, &
Li, 1995; Kandel, 1978). This similarity between friends may reflect the
socializing influence of friends, or alternatively a tendency in adolescents
to select groups with similar behaviors. Only longitudinal designs can
disentangle the contribution of these two interpersonal processes (Kandel,
1996). As early as preschool, aggressive children seek the company of
aggressive peers (Snyder, Horsch, & Childe, in press). Once established,
these friendship networks create a context in which peers can influence
each other. Kandel’s (1978) work is foremost in this literature, examining
changes in adolescent substance use as a function of changes in clique
structure over the course of a school year. The friendship network also is
associated with maintenance of and increases in aggressive behavior
(Boivin & Vitaro, 1995).

In their previous work with the boys from the QYS, Dishion and
colleagues studied the social processes within friendships that were asso-
ciated with escalation in problem behavior (Dishion, Spracklen, Andrews,
& Patterson, 1996). They developed a topic reaction coding system that
captured the conversation topics of the boys, and then analyzed their
discussions dyadically to assess the intersubjectivity-presumed human
symbolic interaction (Poe, Dishion, Griesler, & Andrews, 1990). They
found that antisocial dyads reacted positively to rule-breaking discus-
sions, whereas nondeviant dyads reacted positively to normative discus-
sions. This contingent response to deviancy was labeled as the “deviancy
training process.”

To examine the predictive validity of the deviancy training process,
Dishion and his associates completed three sets of studies. First, they
examined substance use during adolescence (Dishion, Capaldi, et al.,
1995). They found that the strongest proximal correlate of early-onset
substance use was association with deviant peers. Second, Dishion, Ca-
paldi, et al. examined how the discussions of the boys and their best
friends mapped onto the deviant peer construct and predicted escalation
in substance use from age 15 to 17. They found that a tendency for the
dyad to react positively to rule-breaking topics was associated with in-
creased probability of escalating from abstinence to patterned alcohol,
tobacco, and marijuana use over the ensuing 2 years.
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The third study was an examination of whether deviancy training is
prognostic of escalation in delinquent behavior from ages 13-14 to 15~
16 (Dishion, Eddy, Haas, Li, & Spracklen, 1997). They found that devi-
ancy training accounted for escalation in self-reported delinquency, even
controlling for prior levels. They also found that self-reported violence
and police contacts for violence were associated with deviancy training
during adolescence, as assessed over three ages, 13-14, 15-16, 17-18.
The boys often brought in different best friends, but there was substantial
stability in the level of deviancy training from one time to the next. In
other words, the faces change, but the process remains the same.

When looking at the overall quality of friendship, it is common
knowledge that the friendships of antisocial children are not bastions of
warmth and support. Dishion, Andrews, et al. (1995} found that these
relationships were of shorter duration, less satisfying, characterized by
bossiness and negative reciprocity, and tended to end in acrimony.
Parker and Asher (1993) present compelling data that rejected children’s
friendships have generally low quality, and we know that antisocial
behavior is related to peer rejection (Coie, Belding, & Underwood,
1988). Finally, the work of Grotpeter and Crick (1996} links the concept
of overt aggression to friendships that lack quality.

One of the most interesting issues in assessing peer relationships is
the extent to which both partners have a shared perspective on the
friendship. Brendgen, Little, and Krappmann (1997) correlated the re-
ports of each member in a friendship dyad. They found that there were
individual differences in concordance of perceptions across dyads. Chil-
dren with a history of peer rejection showed a negative correlation with
their friend on the perceptions of relationship quality, whereas average
and popular children’s perceptions correlated positively and significantly
with their friends’ perceptions. An analysis of the perception of relation-
ship quality across the three sociometric groups revealed that the source
of disagreement was the rejected child’s tendency to be overly optimistic
about the friendship quality, compared with the friend. Rejected chil-
dren tend to have a positive bias in rating their own peer relationships
(Dishion, 1990). Thus, an important dimension of friendship quality is
the shared perspective within a friendship.

Developmental theory, however, is not clear on the importance of
friendship quality regarding influence processes and social developmen-
tal outcomes. There are two contrasting theoretical perspectives on the
role of relationship quality and the influence process. The social control
perspective suggests that the quality of a relationship is a tie that binds to
a course of action. For example, a positive bond with parents is often
seen as a stake in conformity (Hirschi, 1969). Bonding to peers would
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have a variable impact, depending on the peers’ level of deviancy.
Bonding to deviant peers increases the commitment to deviant peers,
and we would expect that high relationship quality increases the influ-
ence of a deviant peer. In contrast, from a social interactional perspec-
tive, relationship quality is viewed as an outcome of the exchange
pattern among individuals within a relationship (Patterson & Dishion,
1988; Patterson et al., 1992). When the interaction patterns are meas-
ured and studied, relationship quality would seem then to have a negli-
gible impact on friendship influence.

There are complexities in the interrelation between these two di-
mensions of friendship. First, the social interactional view leans heavily
on reinforcement concepts to explain influence (Akers, Krohn, Lanza-
Kaduce, & Radosevich, 1979; Dishion et al., 1997; Snyder & Patterson,
1995). The expectation might be higher quality friendships that are more
powerful and reinforcing in the influence process. Second, the concep-
tualization and measurement of relationship quality is complex. The
most commonly used strategy is to rely on the members’ perceptions of
that relationship (Furman, 1996). These perceptions are assumed to im-
pact the course of the relationship and the behavior of the friends.
Typically, the participant is asked to report on multiple dimensions of his
relationship with his best friend (e.g., companionship, intimacy, conflict;
Bukowski, Hoza, & Boivin, 1994; Parker & Asher, 1993) that can be
reduced to two main features: positive and negative (Berndt, 1996).
However, we know little about how these perceptions relate to a system-
atic observation of the interaction between the two friends (Berndt,
1996; Furman, 1996).

Given the developmental significance of friendships in adolescence,
it is important to understand the dynamics that are related to change in
social development. To date, we understand more about how friendships
can influence outcomes such as delinquency and substance use during
adolescence. In this study, we take a closer look at the joint role of
relationship quality and deviancy training in accounting for the changes
in delinquency that occur in early adolescence. The OYS boys were
participants for these analyses, focusing primarily on self-report of delin-
quent behavior at ages 13-14 and 15-16, perception of relationship
quality, and observed deviancy training at age 13-14. The convergent
validity of the boys’ perceptions of relationship quality was examined by
relating it to each other’s report and incorporating the global ratings of
interviewers and coders. In addition, two hypotheses were tested:

1. Boys identified as highly antisocial at age 9-10 have poor-quality
friendships at age 13-14, compared with boys identified as normative at
the same age. Friendship quality includes the boys’ reports of positive and
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negative aspects of the friendship and an evaluation of their friends. As
suggested by Brendgen et al. (1997), the shared perspective within the
triendship will be considered also as a dimension of friendship quality.

2. Changes in delinquent behavior between the ages of 13-14 and
15-16 are associated with the level of the friend’s delinquency and the
dyadic level of deviancy training within the friendship. In the multivari-
ate prediction of escalation in adolescent delinquency, the quality of the
friendship as a main effect or interactive effect will be unrelated.

METHOD

Participants

The original sample consisted of 206 boys who were part of a longi-
tudinal study (OYS; Patterson et al., 1992). One cohort for each of 102
and 104 boys were recruited between 1983 and 1985 (ages 9-10) from
10 elementary schools in neighborhoods with high densities of reported
delinquency. In this study, we used data collected at ages 9-10, 13-14,
and 15-16. At this last time point, 95% of the original participants were
still part of the project. The resulting sample was 99% Furopean Ameri-
can, of lower socioeconomic status, and with a relatively high percentage
of unemployed parents (Capaldi & Patterson, 1987).

Peer Interaction Task

During an interview at age 13-14, each boy was asked to nominate
“the kid with whom you spend the most amount of time” to participate
with him in the study. This friend was then recruited for the Peer Interac-
tion Task (PIT). There were 21 boys from the original OYS sample of 206
who did not participate in the PIT. Of these, 4 did not participate in any
of the assessments, 4 refused to participate in the PIT, 7 reported not
having friends with whom to interact, and 6 were excluded because they
brought siblings to the PIT.

Following the work of Panella and Henggeler {(1986) and Forgatch,
Fetrow, and Lathrop (1985), the PIT was designed to elicit a wide range
of interactive behaviors between the boy and his friend. The boys were
videotaped in a 25 min session, during which they were asked to: (a)
plan an activity together (something they could potentially do together
within the next week); (b) solve a problem that occurred for the study
boy within the last month (related to getting along with parents); (c)
solve a problem that occurred for the study bov within the last month
(related to getting along with peers); (d) solve a problem that occurred
for the friend within the last month (related to getting along with par-
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ents); and (e) solve a problem that occurred for the friend within the last
month (related to getting along with peers). The order of the tasks follow-
ing activity planning was counterbalanced to prevent order effects across
the sample. Planning an activity always occurred first as a “warm-up”
discussion. The resulting 25 min of videotaped interactions were coded
with the Topic Code.

Topic code. The Topic Code (Poe et al., 1990) was developed to
examine how the reaction of the listener organized the boys’ topics of
discourse. The topics the dyads discussed were found to be quite varied.
Because this project is part of a larger program of research that is fo-
cused on antisocial behavior, all symbolic content (verbal and nonver-
bal) was organized into two wide-band topic categories, referred to as
normative and rule-break. Based on our previous analyses, only the
rule-break score was used. We found that the average duration of a
rule-breaking discussion was an excellent predictor of problem behavior
and varied according to the relative rate of reinforcement provided by
the dyad (Dishion & Spracklen, 1996).

Rule-break was coded as a gestalt expression consisting of the ver-
bal content, context, and nonverbal pragmatics of the boys’ expressions.
Interactions (verbal and nonverbal) within this category contained some
violation of legal and/or conventional norms of conduct. Topics coded
as rule-break were gross activities (e.g., mooning the camera), obscene
gestures, vandalism, stealing, drug use, victimization of women or mi-
norities, getting into trouble at school, and behavior that was inappropri-
ate to the task. Verbal behavior comprised the majority of rule-break
strings in contrast to nonverbal behavior and gestures. The duration of
rule-break for the study boy and his friend was averaged to create an
average duration of rule-break talk for the dyad.

Cohorts 1 and 2 were coded by observers who participated only in
the coding of the data and were blind to any other data related to the
boys. Of the dyads in Cohort 1, 12% were randomly selected to be
coded by two separate coders to assess interrater reliability, resulting in
a mean coder agreement of 89.95% and a mean kappa of .74. Of Cohort
2, 15% were randomly selected tor reliability, yielding a mean agree-
ment of 94.2% and a kappa of .67.

Coder impressions of relationship quality. Coder impressions were
derived from two items (“The friendship seemed to be close” and
“Showed empathy, support, concern for friend”) rated on a scale from 1
(not true) to 4 (very true). Coders answered both questions for each
member of the dyad separately. The scores were averaged for each
person, and then averaged across the dyad members to create a dyad
score. The correlation between the two items was .40 for the study boy,
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and .49 for the friend. The correlation between the two members of the
dyad was .91. The interobserver correlation was .52.

Interviewer impressions of relationship quality. Prior to the PIT, the
study boy and his friend were administered various assessments by an
interviewer, who also managed the PIT, introducing the different tasks.
This interviewer was then asked to rate the quality of the boys’ friend-
ship on five items (e.g., “The two boys seemed to mutually enjoy their
friendship,” “The two boys seemed distant, as though they didn’t know
each other”) on a scale from 1 (not true) to 4 (very true). ltems were
coded so that a high score indicated a better relationship. Internal con-
sistency was strong, with a Cronbach’s alpha of .85.

Perceptions of the friendship. During the PIT, the study boy and his
friend separately completed the Friendship Quality Questionnaire (Lath-
rop, Dishion, & Capaldi, 1987). Three friends did not complete the
questionnaire. Three scales were derived from this measure: positive
dimension, negative dimension, and evaluation. The positive dimension
was assessed by two items asking about trust and satisfaction with the
friendship (e.g., “How much do you want to have him as a friend in the
future?”), rated on a scale from 1 (never) to 5 (very often; r = .73). Four
items reflecting disharmony in the friendship (e.g., “How often do you
get on each other’s nerves?”), rated on a scale from 1 (never) to 5 (very
often; a. = .77), comprised the negative dimension. Finally, the evalu-
ation scale used a semantic differential format on seven items to assess
the boys’ evaluation of their friend’s character (e.g., good/bad,
cruel/kind; o = .87).

Self-reported delinquency. At age 13-14 both the study boy and his
friend completed the Elliott et al. (1985) scale of delinquent behavior,
and at age 15-16 only the study boy completed the scale (three boys did
not participate at this wave of assessment). The delinquency scale con-
sists of 11 items that assess the frequency of various minor delinquent
behaviors (e.g., “How many times in the last year have you stolen or
tried to steal things worth $5 or less?”) rated on a scale from T(once a
month) to 6 (2-3 times a day).

Antisocial status. Of the 206 boys, 40 were selected as antisocial at
age 9-10 and 40 were selected as normal. The 40 antisocial boys were
at the most extreme on the antisocial construct score, which combined
parent-, teacher-, and child-report of antisocial behavior at age 9-10; 40
additional boys were randomly selected to define a group of normative
boys. The selection procedures are described in detail by Walker, Shinn,
O’Neill, and Ramsey (1987). Eight of these boys were eliminated be-
cause they did not participate in the PIT at age 13-14, resulting in 36
antisocial boys and 36 normative.
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Statistical procedures. First, descriptive statistics were computed on
the three scales of the Friendship Quality Questionnaire (i.e., positive
dimension, negative dimension, and evaluation). Second. to examine
their convergent validity, we correlated the three scales with coder and
interviewer impressions of relationship quality. Third, to test the hy-
pothesis that the quality of the friendship at age 13-14 varies as a
function of the antisocial status of the study boy at age 9-10, a series of
multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVAs) were conducted. Correla-
tions between the study boy’s perception and his friend’s perception of
the relationship also were computed within the antisocial group and
within the normative group. Finally, using a hierarchical multiple regres-
sion procedure, we examined how the friend’s delinquency, the dyadic
level of deviancy training within the friendship, and the boys’ percep-
tions of relationship quality impacted change in their self-reported delin-
quency from ages 1314 to 15-16.

RESULTS

Perception of Friendship Quality

Correlations were computed among the three scales for the study
boy and his friend, as well as between the boys” perceptions of the
friendship. Table 1 presents these correlations and the mean and stand-
ard deviation for each scale. The table reveals that the three scales were
moderately correlated with each other, suggesting that they are assessing
distinct features of friendship. Furthermore, the correlations between the
boy’s self-rated perspective and his friend’s perception of the friendship
were positive but relatively low.

In order to provide support for the convergent validity of this instru-
ment, we looked at the correlations between the boys’ perceptions of
friendship quality and interviewer and coder impressions of the relation-
ship quality during the PIT. We computed these correlations separately
for the study boy and his friend. Table 2 shows that the study boy's
perception of the positive dimension of his friendship was positively
associated with interviewer and coder impressions of relationship qual-
ity, whereas his perception of the negative dimension was negatively
associated with interviewer impressions. Finally, the study boy’s evalu-
ation of his friend was positively correlated with interviewer and coder
impressions of the relationship quality. The friend’s perception of the
positive dimension was positively related to interviewer impressions and
his evaluation of the study boy was positively associated with inter-
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Table 1. Convergence Among Subscales Describing
the Boys’ Perception of the Friendship

Study Boy
Subscale 1 2 3 M (SD)
1. Positive dimension ~ .14*?  _41P 5y 4.01(0.53)
2. Negative dimension ~— —.24**¢ 3554 P Ly 2.09 (0.75)
3. Evaluation A6** Li23#% 307" 4.33 (0.71)
Friend M (SD) 4.00 (0.62) 2.04 (0.69) 4.23 (0.70)
* Diagonal: correlation between the two boys. " Upper triangle: correlation among
scales for study boy.  © Lower triangle: correlation among scales for friend.

bl s b0 A & 0

Table 2. Convergent Validity of the Boys’ Perceptions of Friendship Quality

Impressions of relationship quality

Interviewer Coder

Study boy’s perception

Positive dimension i R 15*

Negative dimension -.15% -.10

Evaluation 26%* 4 vng
Friend’s perception

Positive dimension 298¢ o

Negative dimension -.06 -.14

Evaluation il 235

* p<.05. ** p<.0l.

Table 3. Means (and Standard Deviations) of the Boys’ Perceptions
of Friendship Quality as a Function of the Study Boy’s Antisocial Status

Antisocial status

Normative Antisocial
Study boy’s perception
Positive dimension 4.03 (0.42) 4.08 (0.55)
Negative dimension 1.77 (0.66) 2.16 (0.69)
Evaluation 4.55 (0.55) 4.12 (0.98)
Friend'’s perception
Positive dimension 4.06 (0.55) 3.86 (0.70)
Negative dimension 1.76 (0.54) 2.19 (0.68)
Evaluation 4.58 (0.51) 3.89 (0.73)
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Table 4. Correlation Between the Boys’ Perceptions of Friendship Quality
as a Function of the Study Boy’s Antisocial Status

Antisocial status

Antisocial Normative
Positive dimension i i .29
Negative dimension A3 A3E¥
Evaluation 21 A5**

<A, . n< 01

viewer and coder impressions. The correlation between the interviewer
and coder impressions of the relationship quality was .16 (p < .05).

In sum, these results provide support for the convergent validity of
the boys’ perceptions of their friendship as it relates to external and
objective evaluations.

Perception of Friendship and Antisocial Behavior

Table 3 presents the means and standard deviations of the boys’
perceptions of the friendship as a function of the antisocial status of the
study boy. Two separate MANOVAs were conducted, one for the study
boy and one for the friend. A significant multivariate effect was observed
for the first analysis (Wilk’s A = .89, p < .05). An inspection of the
univariate Fs reveals that the antisocial boys perceived more negative
dimension, F(1, 70) = 5.99, p < .05, and reported a lower evaluation
score, F(1, 70) = 5.36, p < .05, than did the normative boys.

Similar analyses were conducted for the friend’s perception and
revealed a significant multivariate effect (Wilk’'s A = .72, p < .001). An
inspection of the univariate Fs reveals that the friends of antisocial boys
perceived more negative dimension, F(1, 69) = 8.67, p < .01, and
reported a lower evaluation score than did the friends of the normative
boys, F (1, 69) = 21.19, p < .001.

Finally, we examined the level of agreement between the two friends’
perceptions of their friendship as a function of the study boy’s antisocial
status. Correlations were computed between the boys’ perceptions of the
friendship separately for each group. Table 4 reveals that the correlations
between the study boy and his friend were not statistically reliable in the
antisocial group, suggesting an absence of agreement between the boys’
perceptions in these dyads. The boys in the normative group showed a
statistically reliable and positive correlation for the negative dimension
and evaluation, suggesting a moderate level of agreement between the
boys' perceptions in these dyads. We computed a series of Fisher's z test
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Table 5. Correlations Between Boy’s Delinquency at Ages 13-14 and 15-16,
Friend’s Delinquency at Age 13-14, Rule-Breaking Talk,
and Boys’ Perceptions of Friendship Quality

P e 4 by S L B i 4

1. Boy’s delinquency 15-16

2. Boy's delinquency 13-14 L e

3. Friend’s delinquency 13-14 e 38r*

4. Rule-breaking talk 424 J T A

5. Positive dimension (study boy) -13 -.10 -.08 -10
6. Negative dimension (study boy) 28%* 26%* 157 23%*
7. Evaluation (study boy) =.26** —.32%% —.32%* —.37**
8. Positive dimension (friend) .01 L .08 -.07
9. Negative dimension (friend) 11 11 .08 .01
10. Evaluation (friend) —.25*" — —.18* —.28**

Note. Correlations among the friendship quality scales are presented in Table 1

£ p< .05 re < 01

to see if the correlations observed in these two groups were statistically
different; the results were not significant (z = 1.10 for positive dimension,
1.40 for negative dimension, and 1.33 for evaluation).

In sum, the boys identified as antisocial at age 9-10 have friendships
of lower quality at age 13-14, as reflected by the study boy’s and the
friend’s reports. Moreover, there is not a shared perspective on the
friendship in these dyads.

The Prediction of Changes in Delinquency From Ages 13-14 to 15-16

Before conducting the multiple regression analysis, correlations
among the boy’s self-reported delinquency at age 13-14 and 15-16, the
friend’s self-reported delinquency at age 13-14, the duraticn of rule-
breaking talk, the boy’s perception of the friendship, and the friend’s
perception of the friendship were computed. These correlations are pre-
sented in Table 5.

This analysis revealed that the degree of correlation among the pre-
dictors is not so extensive that it raises concerns regarding multicol-
linearity problems in the next multiple regression analysis (Cohen &
Cohen, 1983). Self-reported delinquency was found to be relatively sta-
ble during that 1-year period. Finally, all the predictors, except the boy’s
perception of the positive dimension in the friendship and the friend’s
perception of the positive and negative dimensions, correlated signifi-
cantly, with the boy’s self-reported delinquency at 15-16.
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Table 6. Hierarchical Regression Analyses Predicting Study Boy’s
Self-Reported Delinquency at Age 15-16

R? Cumulative
Step Predictor B change R*
1 = 1 1 i
Study boy’s delinquency at age 13-14 55%*
2 Og** 40**
Friend’s delinquency at age 13-14 -.05
Rule-break duration A5k
Study boy’s perception of the friendship
Positive dimension -.15
Negative dimension .07
Evaluation .08
Friend’s perception of the friendship
Positive dimension .04
Negative dimension .03
Evaluation -.05
3 07 AT7*

Interactions
Positive dimension x

Study boy’s delinquency -1.25*%
Negative dimension x -.24
Study boy’s delinquency
Evaluation X -.45

Study boy’s delinquency

* p<i05. ** p<.0l.

The hierarchical multiple regression model used to examine the
friend’s influence on changes in boy’s self-reported delinquency from
ages 13-14 to 15-16 involved three steps. In the first, the boy’s self-re-
ported delinquency at age 15-16 is predicted from the same score as
assessed at age 13-14. In the second, the friend’s self-reported delin-
quency at age 13-14, the observed levels of deviancy training (i.e., dura-
tion of rule-breaking talk), the boy’s perception of the friendship, and the
friend’s perception of the friendship are included in the model. In the
final step, we also examined a set of interactions between predictors.

The results of this analysis are presented in Table 6. As expected, the
boy’s self-reported delinquency at age 13-14 explained a large portion
of the variance (31%) of his self-reported delinquency at age 15-16. The
variables included in the second step added a significant portion of
variance (9%) to the model. Only one predictor, the duration of rule-
breaking talk, contributed significantly to this portion of variance. As
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Figure 1. Self-reported delinquency at age 15-16 as a function of the boy’s
level of delinquency at age 13-14 and his perception of the quality of his friendship

indicated by the beta, a high level of rule-breaking talk in the dyad
predicted an increase in the study boy’s delinquent behavior. Surpris-
ingly, the friend’s self-reported delinquency at age 13-14 did not predict
change in study boy’s delinquency 1 year later. Finally, the study boy’s
perception of the friendship and the friend’s perception of the friendship
did not contribute to the prediction of the boy’s self-reported delin-
guency at age 15-16.

We completed this hierarchical multiple regression analysis by test-
ing a series of interactions between the study boy’s perception of the
friendship and the other variables included in the model. Because the
perception of the friendship is operationalized by three variables (posi-
tive dimension, negative dimension, and evaluation), three interaction
terms were included in the model simultaneously. The interaction be-
tween the study boy’s perception of the friendship and his self-reported
delinquency score at age 13-14 was significant (R* change = .07, p <
.001). This portion of variance is attributed to the interaction between
the study boy’s perception of the positive dimension in the friendship
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and his self-reported delinquency. This interaction is illustrated in Figure
1. It clearly reveals that the study boys who are highly delinquent at age
13-14, and report a low level of positive dimension with their friend-
ships, present a high level of self-reported delinquency 1 year later. The
interactions between the study boy’s perception and the friend’s delin-
quency, as well as between the study boy’s perception and deviancy
training, were not significant. Similar interactions also were tested for the
friend’s perception of the friendship. No significant effect was observed.

DISCUSSION

The main purpose of this study was to examine the unique contribu-
tion of friendship quality to the potential influence of deviancy training
within adolescent male friendships. We examined relationship quality in
some detail, including both boys’ perceptions of their friendships, as
well as considering the impressions of those who watched the boys
interact. Positive correlations between the boys’ perceptions and those
of observers and interviewers supported convergent validity. Relation-
ship quality is not uniquely a subjective construct, but has behavioral
manifestations that could be rated by an external observer. However, the
two friends’ perceptions correlated only moderately with one another,
consistent with Furman’s {1996) suggestion that perceptions of individu-
als within friendships are somewhat unique.

More interesting are the results consistent with Brendgen et al.’s
(1997) findings. It seems that convergence in the perceptions of the boys
within their friendships is in part a function of their level of maladapta-
tion. In examining the friendship perceptions of boys with a long history
of antisocial behavior, compared with those identified as normative, we
found virtually no agreement. When antisocial boys grow up, their per-
ceptions of friendships are randomly associated with the views of their
friends. There are perhaps two reasons for this finding. As pointed out by
Dishion, Andrews, and Crosby (1995), the friendships of antisocial boys
are those of convenience, often selected from the neighborhoods within
which the boys reside, and are not based on common-ground activities
that provide the structure from which the friendships grow.

We assume that friendships resulting from simple proximity may be
inherently of lower quality, primarily because their “friends” do not
actively select one another to the same degree as those who become
friends as a result of some shared activity, based on skill or interest. As
one might expect, normative boys are more likely to select friends from
school or organized activities, have parents who know one another, and
require adult involvement for sustenance and support. The dimension of
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active selection, shared interests, and adult involvement, presumably,
have a positive impact on the relationship quality and the shared per-
spective among the friends about the relationship. It may be that friends
from the neighborhood are better described as “peer associates.”

Another possibility is that antisocial boys with a history of peer rejec-
tion develop a perceptual cocoon that protects them from negative inter-
personal evaluations. Dishion (1990) analyzed data suggesting that peer-
rejected boys were the most unrealistic in their own ratings of peer
relationships. Qur data, as well as those reported by Brendgen and col-
leagues (1997), certainly suggest a perceptual haze within the friendships
of antisocial children and adolescents.

The lack of a shared perspective on the friendship fits with other
data, suggesting that the friendships of antisocial boys are simply of
lower quality. The early-starting antisocial boys saw more negative as-
pects of the friendship, and evaluated their friends more negatively,
compared to the normative boys. Similarly, the boys’ reported delin-
guency was correlated with perceptions of poor-gquality friendships at
age 13-14. The evidence linking poor relationship quality with problem
behavior is quite compelling across samples, definitions of peer relation-
ships and diverse methodologies.

Longitudinal data from these boys, in particular, suggest that peer
relationship difficulties are pronounced at age 9-10 (Dishion, 1990) and
persist into adolescence, as reflected in the quality of their friendships.
Consistent with coercion theory (Patterson et al., 1992), one might ex-
pect that an interpersonal pattern of control and social skill deficits (see
Dishion, Andrews, & Crosby, 1995) would explain the boys’ and their
friends’ negative, mutual evaluations. Cause and effect, however, are
difficult to isolate and confirm with data such as these.

The central question, however, is how friendship quality impacts
social development in adolescence. Are boys with warm and satisfying
friendships and who engaged in deviancy training most at-risk for esca-
lating antisocial behaviors? The social interaction model might suggest
that the more reinforcing the friendship, the higher the potential influ-
ence. We found precisely the opposite. The boys with very low quality
friendships and who were delinquent at age 13-14 were those who
escalated the most in delinquent behavior. This effect was established as
a statistically reliable interaction between relationship quality and self-
reported delinquency at age 13-14, within the context of a multiple
regression predicting the same measure at age 15-16.

One can speculate post hoc why this might be the case. Much of the
theorizing about the socializing influence of peers presupposes two
competing models: selection vs. influence. Selection may not have any
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influence on the developmental trajectory of the individual, but simply
reflect innate preferences for forming relationships with others who are
like them. In contrast, influence suggests that the friendships actually
produce changes in social behavior. There is considerable evidence to
suggest that deviancy training is associated with changes in drug use,
delinquency, and violent behavior in adolescence.

It is possible, however, that problem behavior in adolescence func-
tions to connect to a peer network. The extent that deviant talk and
behavior function to connect adolescents with one another would, itself,
have an influence on the rate and intensity of those behaviors. Dishion (in
press) recently discussed this issue in an effort to integrate evolutionary
and social interaction perspectives on social development. The central
idea is that adolescence is a “critical period” for establishing peer net-
works that are autonomous outside the family. These peer networks serve
several functions, one of which is providing contact and activities with
the opposite sex. On another sample of high-risk males and females,
Dishion found that deviant peer clustering and peer autonomy predicted
precocious sexual activity by middle adolescence, controlling for pu-
berty, parental monitoring, and a history of antisocial behavior. Adoles-
cents with a history of troubled friendships or marginal peer relations,
would therefore rely more extensively on deviance to establish new
friendships. Given the importance of peer networks in adolescence, those
with both poor relationship quality and a history of deviance might be
expected to escalate vis-a-vis the deviancy training process. In this way,
one might think of friendship quality as a potential feedback process:
When friendship quality is poor, deviancy training is amplified.

These data suggest that the power of friendships in adolescence may
be in the promotion of the initial “handshake” upon which the relation-
ship is based (i.e., selection processes), as well as the influence dynamics
of the relationship (Dishion, Capaldi, et al., 1995; Dishion et al., 1996,
1997). We suspect that the boys’ deviant behavioral repertoire (e.g., de-
linquency and drug use) is a salient feature that brings groups into coali-
tions and networks. In contrast to what either control theory or social
interactional theory would predict, it is the boys who report delinquency
at 13-14 and have low-quality relationships who are most vulnerable to
the deviancy training process. Most likely, these boys will increase their
delinquent behavior in the coming years. We assume that boys involved
in delinquency and experiencing poor-quality friendships are those with a
developmental history of peer rejection.

An interesting corollary of this finding is that the boys who were not
engaged in delinquency and who also had poor-quality friendships were
at low risk for increases in delinquency. This suggests that the peer
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group influence is strongest for those youths who at least engage in the
peer group process. This fits with our analyses of iatrogenic effects in
interventions that aggregate high-risk youth (Poulin & Dishion, 1997).
Youths who enter these groups with some prior experience with devi-
ancy training, and who are somewhat older, were most susceptible to
peer influences. This indicates that peer influence processes are complex
dynamics that involve willing partners. Perhaps it is the more antisocial
youths who use deviance to establish friendships, who are the most
susceptible to the deviancy training process at both the dyadic and the
group level.

Another interesting finding of this study is the absence of a relation-
ship between the friend’s delinquency at age 13-14 and the study boy’s
escalation in delinquency from ages 13-14 to 15-16. Other recent stud-
ies also failed to report a significant impact of the friend’s behavioral
characteristics on the youth's escalation in delinquency (e.g., Tremblay,
Masse, Vitaro, & Dobkin, 1995). Two comments are in order. First, as
pointed out by Kandel (1996), peer influence on delinquency might
have been overestimated in previous studies due to measurement prob-
fems. In those studies, adolescents were asked to report on their percep-
tions of their friends’ deviant behavior and this score was used to predict
change in self-reported deviant behavior. This measurement strategy
clearly presents a problem of shared method variance. In this study, we
eliminated this problem by asking the friend directly to report on his
own delinquent behavior.

Second, the absence of effect for the friend’s level of delinquency
also suggests that the study of peer influence should go beyond the
analysis of the impact of friends’ behavioral characteristics on the boy’s
developmental trajectory. For example, individual differences may exist
in youth responsiveness to peer influence with respect to delinquency.
Vitaro, Tremblay, Kerr, Pagani, and Bukowski (1997) recently observed
that increases in delinquency from ages 11 to 13 in moderately disrup-
tive boys were related to their friends’ characteristics; this was not the
case for the highly disruptive boys. Moreover, the results of this study, as
well as previous reports (Dishion, Capaldi et al., 1995; Dishion et al,,
1996, 1997), suggest that it is the pattern of interactions between the two
friends that seem to have a critical impact on developmental trajectory.

A last issue to consider about the findings of this study is the effect
of the methodology. Having children select friends to participate in peer
interaction studies has strengths and weaknesses. As a strength, it steps
away from the idealized studies of friendship that focus on reciprocal or
best friends in the school setting. The relationships we study are best
described as peer associates. In this study, peer associates are simply
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those friends with whom the boy spends the most time, Using this
methodology, we may better understand the ecological and relationship
dynamics impacting children’s social trajectories.

Although peer relationships with classmates are certainly a critical
developmental experience, many youngsters have important friendships
that are based on interactions and activities outside of the school setting.
It may be myopic to focus too narrowly on one aspect of peer relation-
ships when addressing the issue of selection and influence.
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