Helping Tweens Handle Peer
Pressure




Why Peer Pressure Hits Hard at Ages 10-13
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The Shift Belonging vs. Values Early Risk-Taking
By ages 10 to 13, peer The desire to fitin is Exclusion, status games, and
influence shifts from subtle completely normal — but it early risk-taking like rule-
to powerful. Kids start can make even confident breaking or secrecy start
noticing who's "cool," who kids feel torn between appearing — even kind,
sets the tone, and what it belonging and doing what thoughtful kids may go along
takes to stay in the group. feels right. with something they don't

fully agree with.

Signs That Negative Peer Pressure May Be

Present
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Secrecy

Withholding information, acting secretive, or
avoiding conversations about friends.
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Mood Shifts

Sudden changes in mood after group time —
withdrawn, irritable, or anxious.

New Behaviors

Mimicking new behaviors or language that seem out
of character.
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Deflecting Language
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Explaining behavior with "Everyone's doing it," "You

wouldn't get it,"or "I had to."



How Peer Pressure Can Impact Mental Health
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Self-Confidence

Negative peer pressure can
reduce self-confidence and
increase anxiety, especially
when tweens feel they need
to hide things from parents to
stay included.
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The Other Side

Social media can also create space for
inspiration, activism, and connection. Parents
can help by teaching digital boundaries and

emotional awareness.

Withdrawal

Over time, pressure can
contribute to school
avoidance, social withdrawal,
and in some cases, self-harm
or depression.
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Social Media

Social media adds pressure
that's present 24/7. Tweens
compare their real life to
others' highlight reels, fueling
unrealistic expectations and
harmful behaviors like
exclusion or risky challenges.

Early Detection

escalate.

Staying emotionally connected and checking in
regularly helps catch concerns early, before they



It's Not All Bad: Positive Peer Pressure
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Spoken Pressure

Direct encouragement or dares —
being told outright to do
something, whether positive or
negative.
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Leadership & Values

Positive peer influence can
motivate tweens to join clubs,
develop leadership skills,
volunteer, and support one
another.
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Unspoken Pressure

Coming from a friend group
where "everyone" is doing
something, without anyone
needing to say a word.
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Belonging & Identity

Research shows that friend

groups promoting positive values

foster confidence, identity

development, and a healthy sense

of belonging.
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Academic Motivation

Peers who encourage a friend to
study, try out for a team, or excel
academically can be a powerful
positive force.



How to Respond When Peer Pressure Shows Up
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Start With Empathy, Not Interrogation
The fastest way to shut down conversation is to lead with "Why would you do that?"Instead, try curiosity:

e 'That sounds like it was a hard spot to be in — what was it like for you?"
e 'Were you feeling torn between speaking up and staying quiet?"

e 'Sounds like you wanted to say no, but it felt tricky in the moment.”

Normalize that these moments happen to everyone — they're moments of social growth.

Tie It Back to Their Own Values
Instead of telling them what you think, reflect back what they care about:

e "What kind of friend do you want to be?"
e 'How did that feel after the fact — proud, uncomfortable, confused?"

e 'What kind of choices make you feel most like yourself?"

Reflective questions build internal motivation and self-awareness — much more powerful than
obedience.

Practice Assertiveness Ahead of Time
Use car rides or casual moments to role-play tricky situations:

e 'What if that situation happened again? What would you do differently?"
e 'What if a friend dared you to do something you weren't okay with?"

e ‘Let's think of one friend you could go to if you needed backup."

Rehearsing in low-stakes moments makes real-life situations easier to navigate.

Help Make "Exit Plans" for Tricky Situations

Tweens need language to defuse pressure without making it a scene. Share phrases like:

e My parents are super strict — I'd get grounded forever."
e 'I'm not into that — let's do something else."

e 'Not worth the drama, honestly."

These give a "face-saving" way to opt out without needing a confrontation.

Stay Available, Even When They Push You Away
Your presence still matters even when they say ‘leave me alone."Let them know:
* "You don't have to tell me everything, but I'm always here when something doesn't feel right.”

e 'Even if you mess up, I'd rather you come to me than hide it."

e 'Nothing you say is going to make me love you less — | just want to help you figure it out."



Other Things Parents & Caregivers Can Do
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Know Their World

Get to know your tween's friends and their parents.
Understanding their social environment helps you
stay connected to what they're navigating.
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Talk About Choosing Friends Wisely

Have conversations about the importance of having
friends who respect them and don't make them feel
pressured to compromise who they are.
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Share Your Own Story

Talk about your own experiences with peer pressure
— whether you handled them well or not. Setting
limits is hard, even for adults, and your honesty
makes you more relatable.

Foster Positive Relationships

Actively encourage relationships with peers who are
respectful and genuinely good friends — not just
warn against the bad ones.

@ As their parent or caregiver, your role is to help your child recognize moments of peer pressure, be
confident and clear on their values, and feel empowered to make choices that feel true to

themselves.
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