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Abstract

The purpose of the present study was to examine the role of depressive peer group context in individual social and school adjustment in a
sample of 1,430 Chinese adolescents (672 boys, mean age = 15.43 years) from middle (n =430) and high (n=1000) schools. Peer groups
were identified using the Social Cognitive Map technique. One-year longitudinal data on depression and social and school adjustment were
obtained from self-reports, peer nominations, teacher ratings, and school records. Multilevel analyses showed that group-level depression
positively predicted later individual depression. Moreover, group-level depression negatively predicted later social competence, peer pref-
erence, school competence, and academic achievement, and it positively predicted later peer victimization and learning problems. The
results suggest that affiliation with more depressive peer groups contributes to more psychological, social, and school adjustment problems

in a cascading manner among Chinese adolescents.
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From middle childhood, most peer interactions take place in
group contexts (Brown, 1990; Cairns & Cairns, 1994; Rubin,
Bukowski, & Bowker, 2015). Peer groups are often formed
based on mutual attractions and activities among children with
similar interests and characteristics (Rubin et al., 2015). Once
formed, peer groups play an important role in individual social,
school, and psychological adjustment (Brown, 1990). Peer group
influence may be increasingly evident from early adolescence
when adolescents attempt to pursue their independence from
the family (Steinberg & Silverberg, 1986). Adolescents tend to
pay close attention to their group members’ behaviors and opin-
ions as social references (Bagwell, Coie, Terry, & Lochman, 2000).
Peer groups may affect individual development through various
processes (Brown, 1990; Rubin et al, 2015). Some of the pro-
cesses, such as social learning and mutual support, may be similar
to those in dyadic relationships with friends, although these pro-
cesses in the group context may occur in a complicated manner
beyond the dyadic level (Cairns & Cairns, 1994). The influence
of peer groups may also involve norm-based group processes,
such as within-group assimilation and regulation in group activ-
ities and group-reputational effects (Brown, 1990; Harris, 1995;
Rubin et al, 2015). Adolescents may learn and modify their
behaviors according to group standards and expectations
(Cairns & Cairns, 1994). Thus, peer groups are a significant
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socialization agent in adolescent development (Kindermann &
Gest, 2018).

The significance of peer groups for adolescent development
has been demonstrated in empirical studies. For example, affilia-
tion with aggressive groups not only increases one’s own antiso-
cial behaviors but also contributes to later peer rejection,
learning problems, and school dropout (Ellis & Zarbatany,
2007; Low, Polanin, & Espelage, 2013). In contrast, belonging to
well-functioning groups, such as prosocial groups or academically
oriented groups, is related to desirable outcomes, such as peer
acceptance and high academic motivation and achievement
(Chung-Hall & Chen, 2010; Kindermann & Gest, 2018).
Relative to aggressive, prosocial, and academic-oriented groups,
groups that are relatively higher on depression (or “depressive
groups” in a short form used in this paper) have received inade-
quate attention in research. As one of the salient psychological
problems in adolescence, depression is associated with negative
adjustment, such as peer victimization and academic difficulties
(Liu et al, 2018). Moreover, depression may be contagious
among adolescents, not only in dyadic friendships (Prinstein,
2007; Stevens & Prinstein, 2005), but also in group networks
(Conway, Rancourt, Adelman, Burk, & Prinstein, 2011; Van
Zalk, Kerr, Branje, Stattin, & Meeus, 2010). Nevertheless, little
is known about the implications of affiliation with depressive
groups for adolescent adjustment in broad domains.

According to the developmental cascade framework (e.g.,
Masten & Cicchetti, 2010), changes in one system or domain
may spread to other systems (e.g., peer groups to individuals)
or other domains (e.g., depression to social and school perfor-
mance) over time. Researchers have examined how depression
in friendships and peer networks may affect individual depression

— N

@ CrossMark


mailto:xinyin@upenn.edu
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0954579419001184
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog?doi=https://doi.org/10.1017/S0954579419001184&domain=pdf
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0954579419001184

1088

(the “peer contagion” effect; Conway et al., 2011; Prinstein, 2007;
Van Zalk et al., 2010). However, little research has been con-
ducted to examine cascading effects in development across social
systems and domains. Therefore, in the present study, we sought
to examine how group-level depression would predict adolescents’
adjustment in social and school domains beyond the contagion
effect. The study would help us better understand the compre-
hensive role of depressive groups in adolescent development
and provide valuable information for designing prevention or
intervention programs to reduce adolescent problems.

Depressive Groups as a Developmental Context

Peer groups with relatively high levels of depression may affect
adolescent functioning through the social-cognitive processes
within and outside of the group. The exposure to relatively fre-
quent depressive symptoms of peers in the group, including mal-
adaptive interpersonal styles such as negative feedback seeking
(Joiner & Timmons, 2009), is a stressful experience. Moreover,
displaying pessimistic thinking styles and helpless behaviors
may be the group norm for corumination (Rose, 2002).
Corumination and interaction, featuring excessive talking about
their negative emotions and experiences, in depressive groups
make group members overly speculate on problems, focus on per-
sonal failures, and dwell on negative affect (Rose, Carlson, &
Waller, 2007). The group context may also reinforce individual
helpless behaviors in social and academic settings (Nolen-
Hoeksema, Girgus, & Seligman, 1992). Consequently, the experi-
ences in depressive groups may increase adolescents’ tendency to
develop social problems. Moreover, pessimistic thinking styles
and negative emotions in group interactions may undermine ado-
lescents’ academic motivation and performance on academic
tasks (Schwartz, Gorman, Nakamoto, & Toblin, 2005).

The social environment outside depressive groups may also
have adverse effects on adolescent development due to several rea-
sons. Depressive peer groups typically have a negative social rep-
utation, and peers outside the groups may judge individuals
within these groups negatively and act less friendly toward them
(Kindermann & Gest, 2018; Zhao, Chen, Ellis, & Zarbatany,
2016). The negative reputation of depressive groups may increase
the risk of peer victimizations for members of these groups
(Sweeting & West, 2001). Passive and helpless behaviors that
members of a depressive group display may indicate its incapabil-
ity of defending each other, which makes the members particu-
larly vulnerable to bullying (Hodges, Boivin, Vitaro, &
Bukowski, 1999). Relatedly, because depressive adolescents are
likely to form groups with similar peers due to their difficulties
getting into other groups (Borelli & Prinstein, 2006), affiliation
with depressive groups may further restrict the interaction of
the group members with more socially adaptive peers and reduce
their opportunities to learn appropriate social skills (Zhao et al.,
2016), which eventually may lead to increased adjustment
problems.

Affiliation with Depressive Groups and Adjustment in Chinese
Adolescents: The Present Study

Most Chinese adolescents are affiliated with a peer group (Chen,
Chang, Liu, & He, 2008). Researchers have found that affiliation
with academically oriented and high-achieving groups contributes
to children’s positive social and psychological adjustment in
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China (Chen et al., 2008). However, there is no research on the
effects of depressive groups on individual adjustment in
Chinese adolescents. It is unclear whether and how affiliating
with depressive groups is associated with adolescents’ social and
school adjustment. To fill this gap, we conducted the current lon-
gitudinal study to examine relations between group-level depres-
sion and individual-level adjustment in Chinese adolescents.

In Chinese, and perhaps other East Asian, societies, adoles-
cents’ psychological wellbeing has traditionally been neglected
because it may not have evident effects on collective functioning
(Chen, 2010). Displaying individual negative feelings is often con-
sidered inappropriate because it may disrupt social harmony
(Luo, 1996). Whereas peer groups mainly serve as a context for
the development of autonomy based on individual needs in
Western societies (Rubin et al., 2015), the primary function of
peer groups in China is to help children and adolescents learn
social standards and socially appropriate behaviors (Chen et al.,
2008). Depressive groups may be viewed as particularly abnormal
and deviant in the Chinese context (Liu et al., 2018). Nevertheless,
it has been found that, compared with their Western counter-
parts, adolescents in China displayed equal, or even higher, levels
of affect disturbances including depression (e.g., Chen, Rubin, &
Li, 1995; Zhong et al.,, 2013) and that Chinese adolescents with
emotional problems tend to form networks and groups (e.g.,
Liu & Chen, 2003). The negative perceptions of and reactions
to depressive groups from peers and teachers likely constitute
an adverse social environment for adolescent development.
Therefore, we expected that group-level depression would posi-
tively predict peer victimization and learning problems, and neg-
atively predict social competence, peer preference, school
competence, and academic achievement.

We were interested in gender differences. Previous research
showed that girls appeared to be more susceptible to the peer
influence of depressive symptoms in dyadic friendships and
peer networks and that the peer effects of depressive symptoms
were stronger for girls than for boys (Conway et al, 2011;
Stevens & Prinstein, 2005). For example, due to gender-
stereotypical ideologies, emotion expression may be regarded as
more acceptable in girls than in boys in Asian societies (e.g.,
Fischer & Manstead, 2000; Way, 2013). As a result, compared
with boys, girls are more likely to engage in corumination and
are more emotionally involved in relationships with peers in the
group (Rose & Rudolph, 2006; Way, 2013). In addition, girls
tend to be socially oriented and more identified with the group
than boys (Chen & Liu, 2016; Han & Li, 2009; Maccoby, 1998).
Therefore, we expected in this study that group-level depression
would make greater contributions to social and school adjustment
in girls than in boys.

Methods
Participants

The participants in the present study came from five schools,
including two middle schools and three high schools in two cities
in Southeastern China. The five schools were regular public
schools that served students in their geographic area, and the
students came from the residential area near the schools. The
initial sample included 1,507 students (703 boys) in Grade 7
(mean age = 13.32 years, SD = .51) and Grade 10 (mean age =16.32
years, SD=.54). The students were mostly from families with
middle socioeconomic status in regions. In the sample, 74.8% of


https://doi.org/10.1017/S0954579419001184

Development and Psychopathology

the fathers and 79.3% of the mothers had a high school or lower
education, and 25.2% of the fathers and 20.7% of the mothers had
a college or higher education. Based on a scale of monthly family
income ranging from 1 (5,000 yuan or below) to 10 (above 40,000
yuan), the average monthly family income was 3.68 (approxi-
mately 11,700 yuan or US $1,832, SD = 2.31). The parental educa-
tional levels and family income in this sample were similar to
those reported for the general population in the regions (Bureau
of Statistics of Huangshan, 2017; Bureau of Statistics of Suzhou,
2017). Most of the participants (94%) were from intact families.
Due to the “one-child-per-family” policy that was implemented
in the late 1970s, 90% of the participants were the only child in
the family; others had one or more siblings. The demographic
variables had no significant effects on the variables or the rela-
tions in the study.

From the original sample, 1,430 students, including 430 stu-
dents (228 boys) in middle schools and 1,000 students (444
boys) in high schools, participated in a follow up study one year
later. Students who participated in the follow-up study and
those who did not participate did not differ on the study variables.
The data for this study were drawn from a larger project on socio-
emotional development and social relationships in China.

Measures

Peer groups

The Social Cognitive Map procedure (SCM) developed by Cairns
et al. (1991) was used to identify participants’ naturally existing
peer groups. Participants were asked, “Do you have a group that
you often hang around with in your class? Who are these people?”
They also were asked to report other groups of students in their
class who hung around together. Reports from all participants
were aggregated to construct a cooccurrence matrix that con-
tained the number of occasions that any two children were nom-
inated into the same group. Each participant’s group membership
was determined by the frequencies of nominations with every
other student in the class. Then, a cut-off point of .40 for the cor-
relation was employed to determine whether group-membership
profiles of the two participants were similar and whether they
should be assigned to the same group. Participants who were affil-
iated with more than one group were assigned to the group for
which they received the most nominations. The SCM has been
shown to be a valid procedure in identifying observed peer asso-
ciations in previous research (e.g., Chen et al., 2008; Zhao et al,
2016). In the present study, the SCM procedure identified 252
groups, with sizes ranging from 3 to 16 members (Mean = 5.47,
SD =2.26). There were 100 all-boy groups, 133 all-girl groups,
and 19 mixed-gender groups. Consistent with the procedure
used in previous studies (e.g., Chung-Hall & Chen, 2010), group-
level depression was calculated by averaging the depression scores
of the group members.

Depression

Participants’ depression was assessed by administering a 13-item
Chinese measure adapted from the Children’s Depression
Inventory (CDI; Kovacs, 1992; Liu et al., 2015). Each of the
items provides three alternative responses (e.g., “I feel like crying
every day,” “I feel like crying most days,” and “I feel like crying
once in a while”) from which the participant chooses one that
best describes him or her in the past 2 weeks. The participants’
responses were scored from 0 to 2. The items center on a given
thought, feeling, or behavior associated with depression such as
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self-deprecation, reduced social interest, anhedonia, fatigue, and
self-blame. Following the procedure outlined by Kovacs (1992),
the average score of the items was computed, with higher scores
indicative of greater depression. The mean depression score was .46
(SD=.29) in both waves in this study (scores ranged from 0 to
1.86), which was similar to those in other studies (e.g., Liu et al.,
2015). This measure has been shown to be reliable and valid for
Chinese adolescents (e.g., Chen, Liu, Ellis, & Zarbatany, 2016;
Liu et al, 2015). The internal reliabilities of this measure were
.80 and .81 at Times 1 and 2, respectively, in this study.

Social competence

We assessed participants’” social competence using a peer assess-
ment measure adapted from the revised class play (RCP,
Masten, Morison, & Pellegrini, 1985). Participants nominated
up to three classmates who could best play the role if they were
to direct a class play. Subsequently, nominations received from
all classmates were used to compute each item score for each stu-
dent. As suggested by Terry and Coie (1991), both same-sex and
cross-sex nominations were allowed. Item scores were standard-
ized within the class to adjust for differences in the number of
nominators. There were 12 items in the measure assessing various
aspects of social competence (e.g., “Makes new friends easily,”
“Helps others when they need it”). The measure has proved to
be reliable and valid for Chinese children (e.g., Chen, Rubin, &
Sun, 1992). The internal reliabilities of the measure were .88
and .88 at Times 1 and 2, respectively, in this study.

Sociometric nominations

Participants were asked to nominate up to three classmates with
whom they most liked to be and three classmates with whom
they least liked to be (positive and negative nominations). As sug-
gested by other researchers (e.g., Coie, Terry, Lenox, Lochman, &
Hyman, 1995), both same-sex and cross-sex nominations were
allowed. The nominations received from all classmates were
totaled and then standardized within each class to allow for
appropriate comparisons. Positive and negative nominations
received from peers indicated how a child was liked and disliked
by peers in the class. Following Coie, Dodge, and Coppotelli’s
(1982) procedure, an index of peer preference, indicating the
overall likability of the child in the class, was formed by subtract-
ing negative nomination scores from positive nomination scores.
This procedure has been shown to be valid for Chinese adoles-
cents (e.g., Chen et al., 2016).

Peer victimization

Peer victimization was assessed using a nomination measure
(Schwartz et al., 2005). Participants were asked to nominate up
to three classmates to fit each of four descriptors (e.g., “Is pushed
or hit by other kids,” “Gets picked on or teased by other kids”).
Nominations received from all classmates were used to compute
each item score for each participant. The item scores were
summed and standardized within the class to form an index of
peer victimization. The measure has been shown to be reliable
and valid for Chinese adolescents (e.g., Liu et al., 2018). The inter-
nal reliabilities of the measure were .74 and .73 at Times 1 and 2,
respectively, in the present study.

Teacher ratings

The head teacher for each class was asked to complete a
TeacherChild Rating Scale [T-CRS], adapted from Hightower
et al. (1986). The teacher was asked to rate each participating
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student in the class on a 5-point scale (1 = not at all, 5 = very well)
about how well each item described the student. The items in the
measure assessed participants’ school competence (e.g.,
“Participates in class discussion,” “Copes well with failure”) and
learning problems (e.g., “Has difficulties in learning academic
subjects,” “Is poorly motivated to achieve”). The teacher rating
scores were standardized within the class to control for the teach-
er’s response style and to allow for appropriate comparisons. The
T-CRS has been shown to be reliable and valid for Chinese
adolescents (e.g., Chen et al., 2016). Internal reliabilities were
.90 and .82 at Time 1, and .88 and .88 at Time 2 for school com-
petence and learning problems, respectively, in this study.

Academic achievement

Information on academic achievement in three main subjects,
Chinese, mathematics, and English, was obtained from the school
records. The scores of academic achievement were based on
objective examinations conducted by the school. The aggregated
score of grades in these subjects has been shown to be a valid
measure of academic achievement for adolescents (Liu et al,
2018). In the present study, scores on Chinese, mathematics,
and English were significantly correlated (r=.33-.50, ps < .001).
Following the procedure in previous studies (e.g., Chen et al,
2008; Liu et al., 2018), scores on the three subjects were averaged
and standardized to form a single index of academic achievement
in the present study.

Procedure

The participants completed a measure of peer group networks at
Time 1. In addition, at both times, the participants were group-
administered peer assessment measures of social competence
and victimization, a sociometric nomination measure of peer
acceptance and rejection, and a self-report measure of depression.
Teachers rated each participant in the class on his or her school
competence and learning problems. Data on academic achieve-
ment were obtained from the school records. Extensive explana-
tions were provided to participants during the collection of
data. The study was approved by the institutional review board.
Participants were recruited through the school. The researcher
described the study, explained the procedure, and answered ques-
tions in each class. Then, all students were invited to participate in
the study with no criteria for exclusion. The participation rate was
approximately 90% at each time. Written consent was obtained
from all participants and their parents. The first wave of the
data was collected in May 2016, and the followed-up data were
collected one year later.

Results
Descriptive Data

We conducted a multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) to
test the effects of gender and grade on the variables. A significant
effect for gender was found, Wilks A = .88, F (14, 1290) = 12.82,
p < .001, n*=.12. No significant effect for grade was found,
Wilks A = .99, F (14, 1290) = 1.26, p > .05, n* = .01. Follow-up uni-
variate analyses indicated that compared with boys, girls had
higher scores on peer preference, school competence, and aca-
demic achievement, and lower scores on peer victimization and
learning problems at both waves. Girls also had higher scores
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Table 1. Means and standard deviations of variables

Variable Boys Girls F value
Time 1

Depression 44 (.29) .48 (.30) 7.41**
Social competence —.07 (.87) .00 (1.02) 3.06
Peer preference —-.10 (1.02) 11 (.97) 15.19***
Peer victimization .20 (1.14) —.19 (.77) 42.20%**
School competence —-.13 (1.03) .11 (.93) 24.90***
Learning problems .25 (1.01) —.23 (.90) 87.56***
Academic achievement —-.15 (.99) 11 (.93) 21.46™**
Time 2

Depression 45 (.30) AT (.30) 3.07
Social competence —.03 (.96) .04 (1.02) 1.35
Peer preference —.08 (.94) .10 (1.01) 12.61***
Peer victimization .12 (1.08) —.12 (.85) 19.31***
School competence -.13 (.97) .13 (.99) 21.73***
Learning problems .23 (1.02) —.25 (.88) 85.66™**
Academic achievement —.14 (1.00) .22 (.94) 37.01***

Note: Standard deviations are in parenthesis. **p < .01 ***p < .001.

on depression at Time 1. Descriptive statistics are presented in
Table 1.

Inter-correlations among the variables are presented in
Table 2. The magnitudes of the correlations among the adjust-
ment variables were moderate, suggesting that these measures
tapped different but overlapping aspects of social and school
adjustment. The intraclass correlation (ICC), which indicated
the proportion of the between-group variance relative to the
total variance, was .09 for depression. The individual-group cor-
relation (between each participant’s score and the average scores
of group members, Kindermann, 1993) on depression was .50
(p < .001). Correlations between group-level depression and
other group-level variables were from —.29 (school competence)
to .05 (peer victimization), p < .05.

Effects of Group-Level Depression

Two-level hierarchical linear modeling (Raudenbush & Bryk,
2002) was used to examine the effects of Time 1 group-level
depression on Time 2 individual depression (the contagion effect)
with gender and Time 1 individual depression controlled and on
Time 2 adjustment outcomes (the cascading effect) with gender,
corresponding Time 1 adjustment variable, and Time 1 individual
depression controlled. We also estimated the effects of Time 1
group-level depression on Time 2 adjustment outcomes with gen-
der, Time 1 individual adjustment, and both Time 1 individual
depression and Time 2 individual depression controlled, and
the results were similar. We reported the results below with
Time 2 depression not controlled because including Time 2
depression as a predictor was against temporal precedence.
Preliminary analyses showed nonsignificant main effects or mod-
erating effects for grade, so grade was not included in all the mod-
els. Group gender (0 for male and 1 for female), representing the
gender-related feature of the group, was controlled as a Level 2
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Table 2. Correlations among variables at Time 1 and Time 2

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13
Time 1
1. Depression
2. Social competence —.14**
3. Peer preference —.13** 24
4. Peer victimization .08** —.04 —.46%*
5. School competence —.22** A40% 21%* —.19**
6. Learning problems .15** —.15** —.15%* .14** —.38**
7. Academic achievement —.12* .18** .20%* —.12* .20%* —.45*
Time 2
8. Depression 67 —.11* —.10** .10% —.19** 12% —.07**
9. Social competence —.13** .69** 18** —.04 .33* —.12** A7 —.14**
10. Peer preference —.12* .16* .58** —.38** 19%* —.13* .16™ —.14** 27
11. Peer victimization .10** —-.01 —.35%* .55** —.15** 13 —.11** 12 —-.01 —.43**
12. School competence —.17* .38** 22%* —.18** .36** —.22** 23* —.16** A46** 20%* —.16**
13. Learning problems .09** —.12** —.22% 13 —.21%* A45%* —.38* .07** —.13** —.23** .19** —.38**
14. Academic achievement —.14** A7 20** —.14** 23** —.39%* .53** —.09** 22%* 23** —.15** 32** —.51**

*p < .05 **p < .01
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Table 3. Relations between Time 1 depression and Time 2 adjustment variables at within-group individual levels

Time 2 Variable Effect SE t value 95% Cl les
Social competence -.12 .08 —-1.55 (-.27, .03) .04
Peer preference -.25 13 -1.86 (-.51, .01) .05
Peer victimization 21 .09 2.4T7* (.04, .38) .07
School competence -.34 .10 =347 (-.52, —.15) .10
Learning problems .18 .10 1.85 (-.01, .37) .05
Academic achievement -22 .09 —2.54* (-.39, —.05) .07

Note: Gender, corresponding Time 1 adjustment variable, and Time 1 group-level depression were controlled. *p < .05 ***p < .001.

Table 4. Effects of Time 1 group-level depression on Time 2 adjustment variables
Time 2 Variable Effect SE t value 95% ClI Ies
Social competence —.65 22 —3.00** (-1.08, —.22) .08
Peer preference —-.71 .28 —-2.57* (-1.25, —.17) .07
Peer victimization 41 17 247" (.08, .74) .07
School competence —.69 21 —3.34** (-1.10, —.28) .09
Learning problems .75 21 3.51** (.33, 1.18) .10
Academic achievement -1.01 21 —4.80*** (—1.42, —.59) 13

Note: Gender, corresponding Time 1 adjustment variable, and Time 1 individual depression were controlled. *p < .05 **p < .01 ***p < .001.

predictor (gender was not included in Level 1 analyses because of
the lack of within-group variability). Following Chen, Chang, He,
& Liu’s (2005) procedure, the 19 mixed-gender groups were coded
according to the predominance of the gender in the group (8 male
groups, 11 female groups). As suggested by Hofmann and Gavin
(1998), Time 1 adjustment variable and Time 1 depression were
group mean centered. We also calculated rgg, that is, the correla-
tion equivalent of the significance level (tail probability), as the
effect size for multilevel analysis (Cohen, 1988).

At the within-group individual-level, Time 1 individual depres-
sion positively predicted Time 2 depression, b=.66, SE=.02,
t=27.32, p < .001, rgs=.60. Time 1 group-level depression
also predicted Time 2 individual depression, b =.70, SE=.04,
t=16.36, p < .001, rgs= .41, with gender and individual Time 1
depression controlled. The main effects of Time 1 individual
depression and Time 1 group-level depression on Time 2 adjust-
ment are presented in Table 3 and Table 4, respectively. The
results indicated that after controlling for gender, the correspond-
ing Time 1 individual adjustment, and Time 1 individual depres-
sion, Time 1 group-level depression negatively predicted Time 2
social competence, peer preference, school competence, and
academic achievement. Time 1 group-level depression also
positively predicted Time 2 peer victimization and learning prob-
lems. As such, the results indicated that affiliation with more
depressive groups was associated with more social and academic
problems.

Additional analyses were conducted to test the potential inter-
action effects. A significant interaction between group gender and
group-level depression was found in predicting academic achieve-
ment, b=1.06, SE=.42, t=2.52, p < .05. To understand the
nature of the interactions, we conducted the simple slope tests
separately for boys and girls. The results indicated that the
Time 1 group-level depression was negatively associated with
Time 2 academic achievement for both boys and girls, but the
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association was stronger for boys, b=—1.61, SE =.32, t=—5.04,
p < .001, than for girls, b=—.55, SE=.28, t=—1.98, p < .05.

Discussion

Developmental researchers have recently been interested in the
implications of internalizing problems among peer groups for
individual development (Van Zalk, Van Zalk, & Kerr, 2011;
Zhao et al., 2016). Limited research in Western societies has
shown that peer group-level depression may affect the adjustment
of group members (Conway et al., 2011; Van Zalk et al.,, 2011).
The present study revealed the contagion of group-level depres-
sion to individual members, which was consistent with the liter-
ature (e.g., Conway et al., 2011). Moreover, the results showed that
group-level depression positively contributed to later peer victim-
ization and learning problems and negatively contributed to later
social competence, peer preference, school competence, and aca-
demic achievement, beyond the peer contagion, in Chinese ado-
lescents. Relative to the within-group individual-level relations,
group-level depression predicted later adjustment more evidently
and consistently across domains. The results indicated that
depressive peer groups had unique contributions to the develop-
ment of adjustment difficulties in social and school areas and
highlighted the importance of peer group contexts for under-
standing individual maladaptive functioning.

The adverse broad effects of depressive groups on adolescents’
development may occur through several mechanisms. As indi-
cated earlier, the exposure to relatively frequent depressive symp-
toms of peers in the group is a stressful experience (Joiner &
Timmons, 2009). Moreover, depressive groups serve as a social
context, with maladaptive group norms such as pessimistic think-
ing (Stevens & Prinstein, 2005) and helplessness (Agoston &
Rudolph, 2013), that facilitates the development of adjustment
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problems through coruminations and learning observations
(Rose, 2002). The cognitive, affective, and behavioral group
norms not only make adolescents susceptible to internalizing
symptoms, but also create difficulties for their peer interaction
and learning (Conway et al, 2011; Krygsman & Vaillancourt,
2017; Schwartz et al., 2005).

Moreover, depressive groups are likely to have negative reputa-
tions among peers outside the groups, which may be especially
the case in China because peer groups are expected to be social-
ization forces for children and adolescents to learn socially desir-
able behaviors and perform on school tasks (Chen et al., 2008;
Luo, 1996). The negative reputations of the groups may restrict
group members’ opportunities to interact with and learn from
competent peers in the school (Zhao et al.,, 2016) and elicit neg-
ative reactions of adolescents in the groups such as social dissat-
isfaction and distress (Chen & Liu, 2016). As a result, the
experiences in depressive groups may serve to maintain and exac-
erbate adolescents’ adjustment problems over time.

We found that gender moderated the associations between
group-level depression and academic achievement. Group-level
depression was a greater risk factor for low academic achievement
in boys than in girls, which was inconsistent with our expectation.
Several explanations may be offered for this finding. Acknowledging
and expressing depressive feelings may be viewed by others as
more abnormal for boys than for girls, due to gender-stereotypical
expectations (e.g., Chen & He, 2004; Maccoby, 1998). Thus, male
depressive groups may receive more negative social evaluations,
which interfere with school performance for boys in the groups
(Young & Sweeting, 2004). It was found in Chinese adolescents
that depression positively predicted internet addiction in boys,
but not in girls (Liang et al., 2016). It is possible that adolescent
boys in depressive groups play online games together and use it
to cope with depression. If this were the case, it is understandable
that addiction to online games of boys in these groups causes
decline in academic achievement (Whang, Lee, & Chang, 2003).
In addition, relative to boys, girls had higher academic achieve-
ment, which might serve as a protective factor that buffered
against the negative effect of depressive peer groups (Liu &
Iwamoto, 2006).

The results of the present study indicate that membership
of depressive groups is a risk factor for developing adjustment
problems in multiple domains among Chinese adolescents. The
results may have practical implications for designing peer group-
based educational and prevention and intervention programs.
Professionals and parents should pay particular attention to
peer groups of adolescents who display depressive symptoms. It
may be an effective strategy to help the adolescents to change
their group dynamics such as coruminations in addition to
work with them at the individual level (e.g., Rose et al., 2007).

Several limitations and weaknesses in this study should be
noted. First, we did not examine group processes in the study.
For example, based on the literature (e.g., Rose & Rudolph,
2006; Rubin et al., 2015; Sweeting & West, 2001), we discussed
the influence of group depression in terms of corumination and
group reputational effects. It has also been argued that peer
groups may contribute to individual development through norm-
based group processes that are beyond those in dyadic relation-
ships, such as within-group mutual regulation and other dynamic
interaction in various group activities (Brown, 1990; Cairns &
Cairns, 1994; Harris, 1995; Rubin et al., 2015). Behavioral obser-
vations of depressive groups will likely provide valuable informa-
tion on how members in these groups interact with each other
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and with out-group peers and how the peer experiences con-
tribute to individual development. It will be important to
conduct observational and other types of studies to explore the
processes.

Second, the influence of peer groups on individual develop-
ment often occurs in combination with other social factors (e.g.,
Chen et al.,, 2005). For example, supportive parenting may serve
to buffer against the negative effects of depressive groups. Thus,
it will be interesting to investigate how the functioning of depres-
sive groups and parenting interact in predicting adolescents’ social
and school adjustment.

Third, the focus of this study was on contributions of depres-
sive groups to individual adjustment. Research has shown
bi-directional relations between adolescents’ depressive symptoms
and affiliation with maladaptive peers (e.g., Fergusson, Wanner,
Vitaro, Horwood, & Swain-Campbell, 2003; Hankin et al., 2015;
Rudolph et al., 2014). It will be interesting to study the developmen-
tal mechanisms of depressive groups involving group formation
(e.g., selection based on homophily, Kandel, 1978; Kindermann
& Gest, 2018) and socialization at the same time. Relatedly, differ-
ent aspects (e.g., depression, aggression, social competence) of the
peer context may contribute to individual development in a joint
and interactive manner. Researchers should explore in future
research how different group characteristics work together in pre-
dicting individual developmental outcomes.

Finally, no Western sample was included in this study. We
used the Western literature (e.g., Van Zalk et al., 2010) mainly
as a background for the discussion of peer group socialization.
In general, our results appear to be consistent with the literature.
However, the specific results might not be directly comparable
with Western findings because there is virtually no existing
research on effects of group-level depression on social and school
adjustment. Thus, the present study needs to be replicated in
other countries, including North America. Despite the limitations,
the results of this study constitute a significant contribution to our
understanding about the potential risk of affiliation with depres-
sive groups in Chinese adolescents.
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