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To-do list:
1. Decide on the perfect outfit.
2. Buy the right kind of alcohol.
3. Don’t forget to bring a condom!
4. Go to the party.
5. Remember to be myself?
In our day-to-day lives we may sometimes
feel the need to conform to a certain type of
lifestyle. Although our priorities may not be
quite like the ones that appear on this fictional to-do list, our individual social lives often
necessitate that we must do, to some degree,
what those around us are doing. The social
pressure we feel to adopt a certain type of behaviour or attitude, and even dress, in order to
be accepted as part of a group is what is better
known as peer pressure.
Peer pressure is often assumed to
be confined solely to the elementary and
high school years. It is during this time that
we are most impressionable and exposed to
a number of situations which attest to our
character. What we do and say is in large part
determined by our peers. We tend to fall into
particular behavioural patterns that set the
scope for our future selves as a result of being
a part of our chosen peer groups. The incessant need to be accepted as part of a group to
avoid being cast as a social reject leaves us
victims of peer pressure.
Although we have left behind these
seemingly juvenile to-do priorities, the list
itself may be a little more difficult to erase
completely from our young adulthood lives.
Upon entering university, we are again vulnerable. We may choose to become part of
a group once again and it is from here that
much of what we do is a reflection of our
peers.
So, peer pressure doesn’t stop with
graduation from high school. Rather, it is a
recurring cycle which often takes place with,
most commonly, any new situation. Peer
pressure can even continue to occur after we
have settled down into this new situation, albeit we may feel it to a lesser degree.
Take the university years, for example. As we enter first year, we quite often
want to “do it all”. God forbid we miss a night
out—most of us would rather do not-so-well
on that term paper than be forever characterized as an anti-social loser. But, as we work
our way up the academic ladder and reach
our upper years, the need to be a part of a
group is lessened. We find ourselves more
comfortable in our own skin and therefore
able to cope without being a part of a group
24/7. Peer pressure still exists, however. It of
course makes itself less apparent as peer influence becomes part of a larger behavioural
pattern.
What then can we do to become
consciously aware and so lessen the burden
we may feel from our peers?
First of all, it’s perfectly natural to
want to identify with your peers. After all, human beings are social creatures so it’s okay to
want to be a part of a group and it’s also normal to feel somewhat dejected when you’re
not part of that group.
An in-group, which according to
dictionary.com is defined in sociology as “a

group of people sharing similar
interests and attitudes, producing
feelings of solidarity, community and
exclusivity” can be an underestimated
force causing those in the out-group, that
is “a group perceived as other than one’s
own,” to be labelled alien in some way.
This in-group/out-group complex plays
a significant role in understanding peer
pressure.
Recognizing when peer pressure is a negative force in your life may
not always be clear, however. When the
pressure is openly expressed (“come on,
what’s one more beer?”) it can be a little
easier to recognize it than when it’s indirect, which unfortunately is more common.
When you’re uncomfortable in a situation
it’s normal to look to what others are doing. Usually unconsciously, we learn what is
acceptable and what is not, and, as naturally
wanting to be accepted, it’s easy enough to
mimic the behaviours and attitudes of others when in such a situation. Basically, your
mindset may be “everyone else is doing it, so
it must be okay.” Before you know it, you’ve
been influenced by your peers causing you to
do or act in a certain way regardless of whether or not you are comfortable doing so.
It happens all too often. A good
example is trends in popular culture: the
BlackBerry or iPhone seems to most peoples’
choice of a cell phone nowadays. If, amongst
your group of friends, you were the only person without a BlackBerry or iPhone would
you not feel some sort of pressure to get one
yourself? It may not even cross your mind
that the reason you purchased your BlackBerry or iPhone was a result of your peers, but
chances are that at least to some degree they
had an influence on your decision.
This is only one example of how
peer pressure can manifest itself in our everyday lives, and we all learned long ago how to
deal with it. Like on the website Teen Health,
common coping methods include listening
to your gut, planning for possible pressure
situations, arranging a “bail-out”, learning to
feel comfortable with saying “no” and, most
importantly hang out with people who share
your core values. But, just as peer pressure
can be negative it can also be positive.
In fact, exposing yourself to people
you actually feel comfortable being around
and internalizing not what you aren’t or can’t
be a part of and instead focusing on what you
share with others can make peer influence a
positive experience. Good friends allow you
to explore new situations without causing you
to feel like less of a person should you chose
not to participate in whatever it may be. The
difference here is choice: making decisions
that you feel comfortable with rather than
making decisions based on those of the ingroup.
Understanding that just because
you may not be part of a certain crowd does
not make you a social reject is what’s most
important. Especially in university, there’s
something for everyone to be a part of, so
even if you’re the more introverted type, this
doesn’t diminish your chances or opportunity
to be a part of a group. Just don’t be afraid
to pioneer your life because, after all, university is in large part a time to discover
yourself and not what others do best.
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