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The Minnesota Youth Poll is an ongoing study of the 
opinions and concerns of teenagers around the state. It provides 
a continuing communication channel between the youth of 
Minnesota and those adults who make decisions about their 
lives. In this poll, three related issues are explored-adoles
cents' use of leisure time, their ideas about friendship, and their 
experiences with youth organizations. 

The original intent of this poll was to find out how teenagers 
view organized youth programs both in and out of school. We 
have had numerous requests from the major youth-serving 
organizations-4-H, Girl Scouts, Boy Scouts, Campfire Girls, 
Girls' Club, Explorers-to provide information about the level 
and kinds of interest youth might have in such programs. To this 
end, we designed a set of questions to administer to two 
populations of young people, 4-H club members in Minnesota 
and our regular high school respondents, who may or may not be 
members of organized youth groups. 

Our hope was that this comparative study would yield 
information on how teenagers in organized youth activities 
differed from those who were not in such youth groups on such 
issues as how much discretionary time they had, what they 
thought were the benefits of youth organizations, what kinds of 
activities they both did and wished they could do in their free 
time, etc. However, we were not able to totally achieve this 
goal. We found that some of the specific questions on youth 
organizations were not of sufficient saliency to our regular 
youth poll participants to stimulate much discussion. The very 
questions which were of strong interest to the 550 4-H junior 
leaders (14- to 18-year-olds who had taken on some leadership 
roles in the organization) who were polled in summer 1979, 
were viewed with either boredom or puzzlement by many of our 
regular respondents. Example of these questions include: 

I. Do you learn different things in clubs and youth organi
zations than you learn in class? Make a list of these 
things below. 

2. What are the advantages and disadvantages of joining 
clubs or organized youth activities? 

3. If you belong to a youth organization, what do you have 
to give up in order to do this? 

4. Some people join clubs but then miss a lot of meetings 
and activities. Why do you think this happens? 

Appendix A contains the questions used with the 4-H junior 
leaders on leisure time and membership in youth organizations. 

Our conclusion was that our regular youth poll participants 
have so little experience and interest in youth organizations that 
they were unable to sustain a discussion on these issues. This is 
an important finding itself because it indicates that many youth 
have barely heard of, much less been influenced by, organized 
youth activities. Since the questions on youth organizations had 
to be, in large part, abandoned, we decided to look more 
carefully at the typical way teens reported spending their leisure 
time-being with their friends. 

The topic of peer group relations has always been a 
dominant area of research and study in the field of adolescence. 
Yet, we know comparatively little about how teenagers under
stand friendship. Because bonds with peers are so significant to 
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Introduction 

this age group, we hypothesized that teenagers must be, in some 
sense, philosophers of friendship. By that we mean that they 
have unique theories about how friendships work and what they 
mean. This poll is an attempt to learn about that philosophy of 
friendship. 

Another impetus to study friendship was our desire to learn 
whether teenagers echo the current discussions about narcissism 
and egocentricism in American society (Lasch, 1978; Reis
mann, 1980). If this trend toward self-indulgence and lack of 
commitment was growing, this could lead to tensions and 
dissatisfactions with friendships. We wondered whether teenag
ers did indeed have close friends, or, in an era of egocentricism, 
did they prefer to have only casual acquaintances so that no 
commitments had to be made? Do teenagers confide in their 
friends these days? Do they consider friends to be an important 
part of their lives? These questions and others were the 
underlying emphasis of the friendship portion of this poll (see 
Appendix B for the specific questions). 

The poll is divided into two parts-the first deals with 
friendship and the second with leisure time and youth organiza
tions. In the conclusion we attempt to integrate the two topics 
and show how they relate to each other. 

METHOD 

Approximately 725 Minnesota high school students ( 14- to 
18-year-olds) in 125 discussion groups from inner city, urban, 
suburban, and rural schools participated in this poll. An 
additional 550 youth, representing Minnesota 4-H junior lead
ers, also participated. 

The opinions and ideas of the students were obtained in the 
following way. In each school location, the questionnaire is 
administered in a required subject matter course-English or 
Social Studies. For this poll, this did not apply to the alternative 
programs nor the 4-H group. 4-H members were polled during 
the statewide Junior Leader Conference held at the Minnesota 
State Fairgrounds in June 1979. The students were asked to sit in 
small, self-selected groups of between five and seven people. 
One member of the group acts as both the discussion leader and 
recorder. The recorder reads the questions, which are designed 
to elicit discussion, explanation, and elaboration. The recorder 
writes down as much of the discussion as possible. 

The group questionnaires are then analyzed using qualita
tive methods. This involves separating the questionnaires by 
area of residence (i.e., youth from urban, suburban, and rural 
communities) and by question. The answers to each question are 
then scrutinized for recurring themes and ideas. The question
naire on leisure time and youth organizations that was first given 
to the4-Hjuniorleaders had to be modified. Thus, the responses 
in the section on leisure time are based on different sets of data, 
and will be noted. Some of the questions were answered only by 
4-H junior leaders and a small sample (approximately 100 
students) of regular respondents from two urban schools. 
Sometimes the questions were answered by all partici
pants-both the 4-H members and the 725 regular youth poll 
participants. All of the questions on friendship were answered 
by the regular youth poll respondents, while a few were 
answered by 4-H participants as well. 



Section 1: 

YOUTH'S 
VIEWS ON 

FRIENDSHIP 
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''We think that friends are the biggest 
part of everyone's life. Y au would 
be almost lost without friends. They 
really mean a lot to a person." 

THE MEANING OF FRIENDSHIP 

In this section, we will explore what friendship means to 
young people. First the teenage respondents discuss the place of 
friendship in their lives. They then enumerate and explain a 
variety of roles and functions that friends perform. Finally, they 
look at the ways friends influence them and the areas in which 
this influence is most dominant. 

The following question, "What do your friends mean to 
you?" stimulated discussion about the intensity of these rela
tionships as well as the roles and functions performed by 
friends. 

Intensity of Friendships 
The responses clearly reveal that friends have enormous 

meaning to teenagers, but many found it difficult to articulate 
that meaning. The most frequent response was "My friends 
mean a lot to me." Many Youth Poll participants did not or 
could not expand beyond that very terse comment. Of those who 
attempted to articulate the place of friendship in their lives, the 
following responses are representative: 

"1st, 2nd, and 3rd most important things in our lives." 
"They are very precious to me. I used to have no friends and 

now that I do, I would be terribly depressed if! lost them." 
"We think that friends are the biggest part of everyone's 

life. You would be almost lost without friends. They really 
mean a lot to a person.'' 

"They're a very big part of your life. Without friends, you 
wouldn't be anything. Without them, you wouldn't have 
anything." · 

"The world-you can never have enough." 
Some described the intensity of friendships with peers 

relative to whether they were more or less important than their 
families: 

"They're who you care the most about beside your family. 
For some people, they're more important than family." 

"They are like your family away from home." 
"A lot of the things that affect them affect us, they mean 

more to me than my family." 
"Parents are far more important, but you wouldn't want to 

not have friends. Parents are more important though, 



because if you move you could make new friends, but 
couldn't get new parents." 

Roles and Functions of Friendship 
Of those respondents who focused on the roles that friends 

perform, the most frequent response was that friends were 
persons with whom you have fun and socialize. Friends 
performed the following functions: they were someone "to 
hang out with,'' ''to party with,'' ''to have a good time with,'' 
"to do things together," "to have fun with." 

The other major response under "roles and functions" had a 
different emphasis-the meaning of friendship was defined as 
support and communication. Friends were persons to rely upon, 
to confide in, and to take problems to. While in the category 
above (fun and socializing) friends were congenial, happy, 
"playmates," here, "friendship" was defined by the extent to 
which one could have "bad times as well as good times" with 
them: 

"Someone you can tell your problems to, can help you out 
when you're in trouble." 

"They are there when you need them; someone to turn to 
when you need help, when you have a problem, you can 
rely on them." 

''Good to have around when you need someone to lean on.'' 
"That you can need somebody and depend on them. 

Someone that you can talk to when you really need them.'' 
"They help me cope with life." 
"They help them in everyway possible, I know they'd stand 

up for me.'' 
"They are there most of the time when you need them to 

help you when you are down." 
Friends also meant "someone to talk to," according to 

respondents. For some, this meant talking over problems, but in 
most cases this was not the main emphasis. Rather, friends were 
defined as people with whom you could talk "about anything." 
This capacity to communicate was attributed to two factors. 
First, friends shared common experiences so that they spoke a 
similar language. Second, friends possess sufficient empathy 
and understanding so that they can comprehend what you are 
saying: 

"Knowing that when you talk to them, they'll try to 
understand and help you." 

"They agree with you, they mean conversation to me, 
someone who understands you.'' 

"They're nice to have around to talk to." 
"You can talk with them and they help you grow as a 

person.'' 
"A friend is someone you can relate to and talk to." 

Age and Sex Differences 
Some interesting developmental trends and sex differences 

emerged from this question. In general the younger students 
(primarily 9th graders) tended to perceive friends as someone to 
"play with," someone with whom one had fun and did 
activities. This was also the dominant theme for male students. 
Female students, on the other hand, focused on more psycho
logically sophisticated aspects of friendship such as friends 
provided support, help, and cOiifidential advice. 

The following gives the flavor of the male responses: 
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"Friendship is someone to do something with, companion
ship." 

"They mean that you won't be bored all the time. It's better 
than being alone unless you want to do something you 
don't want them to know, hard sometimes to think of 
things you both want to do at the same time.'' 

"People to par(y with." 
In some cases, male students expressed a sense of exploita

tion in their view of friendship. Though this was not very 
frequent, it did not appear at all for the females: 

"Friends are someone who leech money from you." 
"Friends cover for you when you do something wrong." 
"Some are fly-by-night, and kind of boring, but they're 

better than nothing." 
For the female students, there was far more emphasis on sharing 
problems and confidences. When they discussed socializing 
with friends, they often added the idea that friends are there both 
for fun and for more serious problems: 

''Someone who you can have a good time with but you also 
can have a bad time with them." 

"Someone to joke around with and to share your feelings 
and problems with." 

''Someone whom you can socialize with, have fun with and 
take your problems to." 

Since friends play such a significant role in the lives of 
teenagers, it follows that they would have substantial influence 
on one another. When asked, "In what ways do your friends 
influence you?" the overwhelming majority agreed with this 
thesis. Only a handful denied that they were influenced by their 
peers. Respondents generally conceptualized influence in two 
ways. Most frequently, they enumerated areas of peer influence 
such as clothing, drug use, leisure time activities, etc. Some, 
however, described the methods peers used to influence one 
another, e.g., persuasion, dares, manipulation, trust, and so on. 

Areas of Peer Influences 
By far the most frequently cited area of peer influence was 

appearance-specifically clothes and hair styles. 
In general, students simply said that they were likely to dress 

in the approved way. Some went further, though, and described 
a dual pressure for both conformity and originality in dress. 
These students suggested that teenagers want to maintain their 
uniqueness, but at the same time "fit in." 

"You are influenced a lot in dress and hairstyle. You don't 
want to look out of place so you want to try to act like 
them. If they wear purple headbands you don't have to 
wear one, you could wear a pink one with red polka dots. 
You don't want to be a carbon copy but you do want to feel 
like a part of the group, but really you want to just be a little 
like them, not exactly the same." 

The next most frequent target of influence was use of leisure 
time, the kinds of activities in which teenagers participate: 

"You do the same things, same activities." 
"What they do in their free time." 
"When and where you go out." 
''Recreation activities.'' 
Teenagers also reported being strongly influenced by the 



way their friends speak, think, and act, and tend to adopt the 
same style: 

"The way you think, the way you act toward your parents, 
how you feel." 

"You pick up expressions and things from them." 
"The way we act, our whole personality, friends can 

influence you a lot!!" 

"The way you talk, like if you use foul language or not." 
The next area of influence cited by the respondents was 

chemical use. Friends influence young people's decisions about 
whether they will use alcohol, dmgs, and tobacco. 

"If I go to his house, he'll offer me a beer; I always take it." 
"Whether you smoke cigs, drink, and smoke pot." 
"Not to do things like smoke or drinking." 
Other areas of influence cited, though far less frequently 

than the above, were values and morals, opinions, choice of 
friends (both male and female friends), decisions about school 
(what courses to take, what grades to achieve), and choice of 
music. 

Methods of Peer Influence 

Approximately one-third of the respondents chose to talk 
about peer influence in terms of the methods or ways in which 
they were influenced by their friends. The dominant mode was 
through persuasion and manipulation, with the emphasis on 
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negative influence. It appeared that many of the students felt 
somewhat powerless in the face of pressure from their friends to 
act in non-constructive ways. The other method of influence 
was more positive; students talked about being influenced by the 
advice of their friends and through having a trusting and close 
relationship wiith them. Finally, some talked about their own 
desire for conformity, and how they were swept along by their 
own wish to "fit in" and be like everyone else. 

Persuasion and Manipulation 
Many of the respondents focused on the negative influence 

that friends have on them. They described how friends persuade 
them to behave in ways that are counter to their values. The 
methods used are persuasion, threats, dares, manipulations, and 
nagging: 

"They can influence you to do something you don't want to 
do; they talk to you about it over and over." 

"By trying to persuade you to do things you shouldn't do. 
They know, if you don't, where your buttons are and push 
them. If they don't do what you want, then they say,' I 
won't be your friend anymore."' 

"If they want you to do something, they say, 'Oh, come 
on,' and I usually do it. Sometimes they 'pull' you into 
dope, etc., by saying 'It won't hurt you;' hard not to do 
it." 

"By talking, they keep telling you over and over again." 



"They encourage you to do something you may want to do 
or not do." 

''If like two or three of your friends are doing something and 
you don't want to, they can usually talk you into anything, 
even if you know it's wrong. Your friends really do have a 
big influence on you." 

"Force you into situations." 
"Go along with them, like ditch,just cuz they keep after you 

to do it." 

"Influence you to do things by saying it's fun, they coax 
you, convince you." 

"They call you names to get you to do something you don't 
want to do." 

"They bug you about things. They keep bugging you." 

Advice and Trust 
The next most frequently cited method of influence was 

through advice and having a trusting, close relationship with 
certain people. In general, the students talked about this form of 
influence as more positive and constructive. 

"You are influenced by how much confidence you have in 
them and how trustworthy they are." 

"You respect their honest opinions so you believe the same 
thing." 

"Help you decide how to handle certain situations. Give 
their opinions so you get a broader perspective." 

"Tell you what's right for you." 
''Through their trust and kindness, if you trust your friends, 

then you take their advice.'' 

''Always tell me to be nice to my rna; want me to be a better 
person.'' 

"They can talk you out of doing stupid things better than 
anyone else can.'' 

"They don't influence me that much but I may ask their 
opinion on something and can get some advice, then I 
decide if I use it or not." 

Conformity 
Finally, some of the teenagers said that the major source of 

influence on their behavior and ideas was not external (such as 
persuasion or receiving advice) but rather was motivated by 
their internal needs or desire to copy the behavior of their friends 
so that they "fit in" to the group. This theme focused more on 
self-initiating behavior; they were less the "victims" of their 
peers and viewed their behavior as more internally motivated: 

"You are influenced by what they 
expect you to do, so you do it to fit 
, " m. 

''I am with them a lot so I tend to do the things that they do so 
that I will be accepted by them." 

"You do things so you aren't left out." 
"You are influenced by what they expect you to do, so you 

do it to fit in." 
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"You go along with what your friends do-good or bad 
-you don't want to be different." 

THE PROCESS OF MAKING FRIENDS OR HOW 
FRIENDSHIP WORKS 

In this section, the students will discuss their conceptions of 
how friendships develop, flower, and sometimes die. They first 
will describe the qualities they seek, as well as the converse, 
those they shun in selecting friends. Next they look at how they 
have altered the criteria by which they choose their friends over 
time. They then discuss why teenagers might have friends who 
are not precisely their own age. Finally they reflect on how and 
why friendships end. 

Qualities Sought in Friends of the Same Sex 
The students were asked to articulate the qualities which 

they looked for in a friend of the same sex. In general, youth 
want friends who are honest, trustworthy, share similar interests 
and have "good personalities." Conversely, they avoid choos
ing persons as friends who have personality flaws, such as 
conceit, and self-pity, or those who complain, are moody or 
boring. While youth rarely mentioned the physical characteris
tics of an individual as a criterion, physically unattractive and 
ungroomed people were singled out as those youth not wanted 
as friends. 

Girls were particularly concerned with having honest and 
trustworthy friends. This appears to be directly related to the 
fact that girls seek other girls to confide in, and most often 
define close friendships in terms of the capacity for confidential
ity. They want to share their problems, secrets, intimacies. 

''A close friend is someone you can tell everything you did 
with a guy and don't have to worry about it being spread 
around the school." 

''One you can tell your secrets to and not expect them to tell 
someone else, someone who cares about the way and 
respects the way you feel." 

"You can think aloud, be open, tell your secrets and 
problems to and know they won't tell." 

Males were most interested in developing friendships with 
others who shared similar interests. A sense of humor was also 
an important criteria. The quantity of time spent together was a 
key factor in determining the closeness of male friendships. 
Males tended to describe their close friends as those they spent 
the most time with, and that time tends to be used for 
participation in activities, predominantly sports. Thus, it is 
apparent why similar interests are so significant for males. They 
described close friends as those whom: 

" ... hang around with a lot, like a little more, closer 
interests." 

"You party with them all the time and a casual friend you 
party with on occasion." 

In general, males and females used similar criteria to 
differentiate between close and casual friends. These criteria 
were: I) trust, which was defined as the ability to confide in 
friends and know that they will not divulge information; 2) level 
of intimacy evident-dose friends tell secrets, share personal 
problems and insecurities, and reveal the positive and negative 
aspects of their personalities; 3) quantity of time spent together, 
and 4) similar interests. 



Not only did differences between males and females emerge 
in the discussion of qualities sought, but the discrepancies were 
even stronger in their definition as to what they did not want in 
friends. 

For example, boys far more frequently mentioned catego
ries of persons (as opposed to particular personality characteris
tics)-homosexuals, jocks, narcs (narcotic officers), rednecks, 
and physical characteristics-slobs, greasers, fat people, than 
did girls. This was particularly true of the younger boys polled. 

"Fat, too short, not friendly, rednecks, narcs, outsiders, no 
manners, no money, mooches money, smells bad, greasy 
hair, shaggy-looking, show-offs, has to be home early." 

Females were more concerned with personality characteris
tics and moral and ethical considerations: 

"Someone who is real pushy or thinks she is the greatest 
thing that happened since Jesus was born." 

"Not anyone insecure, self-centered and obnoxious or 
annoying, stubborn and who always, no matter what, 
disagrees with whatever you say." 

"One who lies, cheats and steals." 
"Someone who thinks she's superior or too good for you. 

The flirty type, ones you can't trust, someone who hangs 
on you, one lie on top of another to make him feel big." 

Qualities Sought in Friends of the Opposite Sex 
Friends of the opposite sex appear to be chosen in much the 

same manner as same sex friends with the one, and very major 
addition of physical attractiveness. Both males and females 
mentioned "looks" as the most important quality sought in 
choosing opposite sex friends, with personality next most 
important. The only difference between males and females was 
that girls mentioned honesty next while boys emphasized 
similar interests. The same pattern seen earlier, that males select 
friends according to interests, while girls put more emphasis on 
trust and honesty, was evident here. Females also had a more 
extensive list of qualities, many not mentioned by males. Only 
females thought that a friend of the opposite sex should be 
caring, a good listener, outgoing, or athletic. While only a few 
males mentioned that females should be daring and have long, 
blonde hair, be sweet or be a good housekeeper, it is significant 
to note that these characteristics, almost stereotypic in nature, 
should be mentioned at all. A minority opinion on the issue of 
physical attractiveness was voiced, though it must be empha
sized that this was very rare. Two groups acknowledged that 
"looks" might not be of overwhelming importance: 

"Sometimes what they look like makes a difference, even 
though you don't want to admit that it does." 

''They have to be friendly, intelligent, and it wouldn't hurt 
to be good looking." 

Choosing Friends--Now and Then 
To learn whether teenagers perceive themselves making 

systematic changes in their patterns of selecting friends as they 
grow older, we asked the following question: "Think back to 
when you were in junior high school. Did you choose your 
friends differently then than you do now? What are the 
differences?" 

The students differentiated clearly between the type of 
friends they sought as children and those they seek in friends. 
now. In general they characterize the changes in terms of 1) 
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increasing selectivity, 2) increasing permanency, and 3) differ
ent expectations. While in elementary school, the respondents 
described their friends as their "playmates." These friendships 
were primarily determined by geographic proximity. Friends 
were those who lived in the neighborhood, rode on the same 
bus, went to the same school. Expectations of what friends 
should be were limited-they were someone to play with, to 
keep one from being bored. 

"When little, play with anyone. When older and you have 
problems, you need to agree with each other more before 
playing." 

''When you're younger you're just looking for a playmate, 
someone w~o you can have time with and have fun." 

In junior high, many students reported that they chose 
friends based on their perception of how popular the person was, 
as well as on what they had to offer-be it increased status, 
money, drugs, or popularity. During early adolescence, many 
felt a very strong wish to have friends, so strong they were not 
very discriminating: 

"I was naive in junior high and was out to please, I needed 
friends but felt inferior-!' d do anything to have a friend. I 
used to choose from the heads of school cuz I wanted to be 
liked too. Now I choose cuz I like them. " 

"Everyone was my friend then ... really didn't choose your 
friends then .... weren't that picky .... if this person had a 
friend, he'd be your friend, chain reaction." 

"Yes, always went for the popular crowd, cute, girls who 
were always with the guys." 

"Anyone who would hang around. Anyone who had the 
most money and drugs. The more popular people because 
they had a social standing." 

''When little, play with anyone. 
When older and you have prob
lems, you need to agree with each 
other more before playing.'' 

During high school, a significant change occurs in selection 
patterns. Choosing friends now seems less compulsive and far 
more thoughtful. The high school students report that they are 
far more discriminating-it is no longer enough to choose 
friends just because they live in the neighborhood or because 
they dress stylishly. The older adolescent seeks friends who 
reflect common interests, values, and ideals. Friendships are 
increasingly permanent and less sex-segregated. Also, there 
appears to be a decrease in the numbers of persons high school 
students count as friends. As friendships become closer and 
stronger, the older students may not feel the need for so many 
friends: 

"Yes, interests change, in junior high relationships as 
friends did not last long. Now you pick friends with whom 
you will live with in the future for an everlasting 
friendship." 

"The choosing has to be more picky and you might have 
those friends for the rest of your life." 



"When I was young, I wanted a lot of friends. Now I just 
want one close friend.'' 

"You look down deeper, you don't just look at surface 
level.'' 

"In high school, more of who they are and not what they 
are." 

Making Friends: Practice Does Make Perfect 
Most of the respondents felt that, despite their increased 

selectivity and the need to establish friendships based on deeper, 
more meaningful criteria, the process of making friends gets 
easier over time. In response to the following questions: "Does 
it get more difficult to make friends the older you get?'' students 
gave three major reasons as to why it is easier: I) teenagers 
develop better social skills, 2) older teens become more 
accepting, and 3) there are more people to choose from. Teens 
felt that practice in being a friend is cumulative; the more 
experience a person has, the better they are able to do it. Many 
youth saw themselves as having improved ability to talk and 
relate to others, as well as increased self-confidence in reaching 
out to others. 

"Your gift for gab gets better." 
"It's easier because you're more friendly and you've had 

·more experience in making friends." 
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''I was naive in junior high and was 
out to please, I needed friends but 
felt inferior-!' d do anything to 
have a friend. I used to choose from 
the heads of school cuz I wanted to 
be liked too. Now I choose cuz I like 
them." 

"You're not as shy, you've grown up." 
"The older I get, you learn to get along with more people, 

you are more open, aren't as worried if a person likes you 
or not so you are more relaxed and people like you more.'' 

"It's easier in high school to make friends because there 
aren't as many cliques and you have more self-confidence. 
You are more willing to give something than just re
ceive.'' 

"When you're older you generally have more confidence in 
yourself and you know better how to deal with people from 
experience. '' 



"It gets easier, know how to talk to people and approach 
them, know what to say, don't feel so dumb." 

"It's easier because you know what you're doing, you've 
learned from your mistakes." 

In addition to the young person's own social skills improv
ing, some suggested that it became easier to make friends 
because other teenagers also became more accepting and open. 
There appeared to be a general belief that most people in their 
age group were becoming more skillful in being a friend-more 
accepting of idiosyncracies, more likely to overlook minor 
flaws, and more willing to compromise. 

"When people mature, they accept other people's faults 
more readily." 

"People just seem to relate to you better. It seems like the 
younger ones tend to criticize before they get to know 
people." 

"People are more accepting, they understand other people, 
they are more compassionate." 

"Everybody's more open and everybody wants new 
friends.'' 

Besides these general improvements in social skills among 
teenagers, they also attributed the greater ease in making friends 
to the fact that they had more people to choose from. Moving 
from elementary school to junior high or from the junior to the 
senior high was an opportunity to meet many new people. 
Increased exposure to people outside neighborhood boundaries 
as the school population increases and transportation becomes 
more accessible also appear to allow for more discrimination in 
choosing friends. Inasmuch as there are more, and a variety of 
people to choose from, teenagers can be more selective in 
choosing those people they do want as friends. There was no 
indication of having many more friends as a result of this 
however. This broader exposure to people was frequently cited 
as a boon to friendships: 

"You go more places and meet more people." 
"You meet more people because you switch classes every 

hour." 
''Because of parties and you've involved in more activi

ties." 
"More people to choose from than in elementary school, 

you grew up with them and if they didn't like you, you 
couldn't make any new friends. Now you have another 
chance.'' 

One group summed up the advantages of growing up with 
this comment, some advice that may be very comforting to 
younger adolescents: 

"Easier to make in high school. Really hard to make friends 
in junior high, too many cliques. No one should have too 
go through junior high because IT'S THE PITS!!!!" 

Of the youth poll respondents, about two-fifths of the groups 
disagreed with the contention that it was easier to make friends 
as one grew up. The most frequently cited problem was that 
cliques and friendships were already formed and that these 
groups were quite rigid. It was comparatively difficult for a new 
person to break into these friendship patterns. 

"The longer friends are together the closer they get. This 
makes it harder for newcomers to break in.'' 

"They form groups or cliques and it's harder to get into it." 
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''People don't like to change the people they already have as 
their friends. They find it harder to accept new people." 

''The longer friends are together the 
closer they get. This makes it 
harder for newcomers to break in.'' 

"It's more limited, everyone has their own friend already 
pretty much and don't really accept others that readily as a 
close friend." 

"It's harder in high school because you're closer to certain 
people and you're afraid to make new friends because 
you're afraid to lose the other ones." 

"The older you get, the more you are split up into groups. 
Younger you were, everyone was your friend.'' 

The other factor which makes it harder to make friends is 
that young people demand more from their friendships over 
time. This developmental factor does cause difficulties for some 
youth. No longer satisfied with just anyone to play with, as in 
childhood, they now seek an individual who shares more 
significant characteristics. This increased sophistication can 
make it more difficult to find the "right" friends: 

"It's more difficult because you're an individual and you 
want friends more like yourself and more close friends." 

"It's harder, you pick your friends more carefully. You 
have to fit in with the 'friends' in order to be accepted." 

"It's harder because you are looking for a certain person 
who believes in the same things that you do." 

"It's harder because you are more an individual, and are 
looking for a special personality that fit with you." 

"It's harder because values change. When a child, we want 
just someone to play with, but when we are older we look 
for certain qualities." 

Older and Younger Friends 
A series of questions were asked to determine how teenagers 

view friendships with persons who are either younger or older 
than they. The questions grew out of our observation that there 
is increasing age segregation in the society-at-large, which is 
exacerbated during adolescence by the strict system of age 
grading in school. We wondered what effect this trend has had 
on the patterns of friendships during the teenage years. Did 
teenagers approve of friendships outside the strict boundaries of 
their own age or grade? Under what circumstances? Also, we 
were interested in finding out the extent to which teenagers have 
friendships with adults and the nature of those intergenerational 
friendships. 

The questions were: 
I) "Students generally tend to make friends with people 

their own age. This is not always the case, however. a) 
Why do some kids have friends who are mostly 
younger than they are? b) Why do some kids have 
friends who are mostly older than they are?" 

2) "Do you have any adult friends? Please describe who 
they are-teachers, employers, ministers, coaches, 
your friend's parents, etc., etc." 



3) "How does a friendship with an adult differ from a 
friendship with someone your own age?" 

4) "Are the qualities you look for in an adult friend the 
same or different from the qualities you look for in a 
friend your age?" 

Our teenager respondents considered having friends who are 
predominantly younger or older to be an unusual and somewhat 
abnormal state of affairs. Almost none said that it was accept
able or a common practice. It appeared, however, that it was 
more acceptable to have older friends than younger ones and 
several respondents admitted to having more older friends. To 
be "too mature for one's age," to desire to "act or feel older," 
to have more mature interests, or to desire more mature 
relationships were described as the natural and primary reasons 
for having older friends. These explanations appeared to be 
more socially acceptable than the reasons for having younger 
friends. Persons with younger friends were described as too 
immature for their age, not able to fit in and get along with their 
peers, and as people who want to feel important or in control of 
younger people. 

Having Younger Friends 
A person with younger friends was described as having 

personality deficits-being immature was the most frequent 
one. Immaturity was seldom given more than a terse definition, 
but when it was described in more detail, psychological 
immaturity, rather than physical immaturity was most fre
quently mentioned. Only the younger respondents, the 9th 
grade students, sometimes attributed the ''problem'' to physical 
immaturity: 

"They're smaller than kids their age." 
"Maybe they can beat the out of them 'cuz they're 

bigger.'' 

More frequently, students described such people as having 
other deficits besides physical size. They were thought to be 
persons who wish to have control and influence over others. 
Because they were unable to achieve this level of superiority 
over persons their own age, they chose to befriend younger 
teenagers: 

"You feel older and feel like a leader, It's like a bigger 
shepherd leading the little flock." 

"So they can dominate their friends, show off, they can 
intimidate.'' 

''They are not accepted in their peer 
group and they try to make them
selves more important by being a 
tough guy around these kids." 

"Cuz like to be leaders or bossy .... younger kids easy to 
influence and to agree with what the older one says, need 
to relate with gullible younger people.'' 

"So they can feel like they are in control." 

"Some people like to be the boss, be an ego, younger people 
look up to them." 
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"They are not accepted in their peer group and they try to 
make themselves more important by being a tough guy 
around these kids." 

The next most frequent reason given for having younger 
friends was that these youth were not accepted by their age 
mates and therefore felt more comfortable with younger people. 
Younger students were also thought to be less competitive and 
less critical: 

"Because they aren't as mature as people their own age, and 
it could make them feel better to hang around with young 
kids." 

''They can act how they want without impressing anyone.'' 
"Feel more comfortable, feel more secure, get along better 

with them.'' 
"They might be immature for their age and feel more 

comfortable with little kids who won't give them a hard 
time." 

''Because you enjoy the company of people of the younger 
generation.'' 

''Like to go back and have more fun with younger people.'' 
"Little kids are easier to understand." 
Other reasons for having younger friends were environmen

tal-living in an area where there were only young people and 
having younger brothers and sisters: 

"Where they live there may not be older kids so you just 
grow up acting younger.'' 

"Maybe they live way out in the country and no one their 
own age lives close." 

Having Older Friends 
In general, having older friends was thought to be less 

problematic than having younger friends. There seems to be 
more honor or status in being ''more mature" than persons of 
the same age, by wanting to ''feel older,'' and by seeking more 
adult-like relationships. Some respondents described their own 
patterns of friendship: 

"I like friends who are older because they are more 
mature.'' 

"I've never had younger friends because I've always been 
more mature. I hung around with people who were 21 
when I was 15. Didn't want to do juvenile things." 

The willingness to admit having older friends would indicate 
that it is more socially acceptable. In contrast, none of the 
respondents talked about having younger friends. 

The reasons for having older friends were also described in a 
more positive light. They were thought to want to ''feel and act 
older," and have more "mature" interests. Also, older people 
were described as more respectful, more open, and wiser: 

''They might be more independent and more intellectual.'' 
"Because they need someone more mature, they need to 

keep with people who are at their pace." 
"They like to have fun." 
"Maybe they get along better with older people. They 

understand 'cause they have been through it, so attracted 
to them. Older people more open and treat you better and 
guide you. Kid has older ideas, maybe can't relate to 
people their own age. Want to be older, want to be treated 
like adults." 



"Looking for more adult qualities in friends. Feel better 
around them." 

"Older people treat you with respect; have things in 
common with them, accept you for what you are." 

"Feel more comfortable; like being treated as a younger 
adult or as an adult." 

"They know more what to do; they can handle themselves 
better.'' 

"Because they act older-so we can act older-maybe pick 
up good habits and learn to act more responsible." 

"Someone to help plan your future and give you ideas." 

Though the reasons tended to be more positive than negative . 
for having older friends, they were not totally in that direction. 
Some suggested that it was a way to "act superior," impress 
others, and a symbol of conceit and dependence: 

"They are looking for leadership, like to know what to do, 
like to be told what to do." 

"They think they're cool. Better than everyone else." 
"You like to be controlled." 

Also there was an element of exploitation in the desire to be with 
older friends. Some suggested that it was a mechanism for 
getting liquor and drugs illegally, for having access to transpor
tation (since older people had cars): 

"They have transportation, have access to alcohol, parties, 
girls.'' 

"Your friends can drive you around, can go cruising." 
"They can buy them alcohol." 

Friendships with Adults 
The poll found little evidence to support the assumption that 

youths' relationships are primarily or exclusively with their 
peers. A majority of the youth indicated that they have adult 
friends. Most frequent! y named were teachers, coaches, friends 
of their parents, friends' parents, and neighbors. Employers and 
managers were mentioned frequently, confirming that the work 
place appears to play an increasingly significant role in youths' 
lives. Less frequently mentioned were counselors, youth group 
leaders, clergymen, and individuals in helping professions. 

Youths' friendships with adults appear to be largely a 
function of the amount of time spent with them. The more 
consistent the contact with a youth the more likely an adult was 
classified as a friend. Familiarity breeds friendship rather than 
contempt in this population. Perhaps it is because of the limited 
and peripheral contact most youth have with professional 
youthworkers, such as leaders of youth organizations, youth 
ministers, counselors, etc., that they tend not to develop close 
relationships with them and thus do not count them as friends. 

The youths polled acknowledged differences in the relation
ships they maintain with adults and those with peers. They look 

''An adult friend you can't tell every
thing-like 'I got drunk last night.' 
They would probably get down on 
ya. " 
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to adults more often for advice, though not specifically for 
solving problems. Youth do feel that adults are ''wiser" and can 
often be more objective than peers. The spectrum of issues and 
topics which youth are willing to discuss with adults is more 
limited and many mentioned that their behavior is altered when 
they are with adults. 

"An adult friend you can't tell everything-like 'I got drunk 
last night.' They would probably get down on ya." 

"You look up to an adult for help and advice because since 
they're older, they are a lot more wise." 

"Older friends are looked up to more. You go to them for 
advice, they treat you more like an adult." 

"You act more mature when you're with an adult, just by 
normal impulse." 

"With adult friends you have to act more mature, no 
screwing off.'' 

"There is a generation gap between the adult and teenager, 
you can't communicate as good with the adult as you do 
with your friends, so the friendship can't be fulfilled." 

"You have to respect them more, watch your language, be 
nice to them all the time, harder to explain things and you 
can't trust them as much." 

The Ending of a Friendship 
One key aspect of youth's "theory of friendship" is their 

perceptions about the cessation of relationships, and we asked 
''What kinds of things cause friendships to cool off or end?'' 

Three major themes emerged-the strongest theme was that 
during adolescence, friendships end as a normal process of 
changing interests, residence, ideas, and values. The second 
was that the discovery (noticing or realizing) of negative 
personality traits in one's friends, such as conceit, gossiping, 
betrayal of confidences, etc., caused friendships to end. Fi
nally, conflicts and disagreements, which could not be re
solved, was the third most frequent response. 

The most frequent theme, that change and flux in 
friendships is normal and expected, reflects the larger process of 
change in adolescent development. This is a period of identity 
formation in which exploration and experimentation are crucial. 
Experimentation with relationships between peers (both same 
sex and opposite sex) seems to inevitably result in friendships 
frequently beginning and ending. This process was viewed in a 
rather matter-of-fact way by the respondents: 

"You have different interests. Meet a new friend and your 
old friends don't like him. When you move-you lost 
contact. Lack of interest in each other. Start going their 
own ways. Don't do what they do anymore." 

"You just get sick of them, you meet other friends and see 
what they're like." 

"You don't have the same interests because you've made 
more friends or you have a much different kind offriend.'' 

"Moving, people graduate, go different ways, interests 
switch.'' 

"People change and do different things than before. People 
leave home for college, work, marriage, etc." 

The next most frequent theme was that friendships end when 
people display objectionable traits, particularly dishonesty, 
untrustworthiness, and jealousy: 



"Not loyal to you, two-faced on you, talk behind your back, 
or go after your boyfriend." 

"When someone tells something that you didn't want 
anyone else to know.'' 

"Do stupid things to impress you, when they make a 
promise and don't keep it, tell secrets that are important, 
when they lie, when they deny something they did." 

"Talking behind your back and going out with other guy's 
girlfriend." 

"They turn into a slob or a sleezy burnout wastey." 
"When they take advantage of you. They really make you 

notice your faults, make you feel embarrassed." 
"Persons get conceited, fickleness, immaturity." 
"When they are jealous, conceited, lies, think they're 

boss."_ 
Finally, friendships end with major disagreements that 

cannot be resolved: The most frequent characterization of this 
idea was that "you have fights" -most students did not explain 
this in any more detail. The notion that "you have fights" was 
frequently mentioned, implying that this is a common feature of 
adolescent life: 

"You have an argument, mostly over things that are 
· dumb." 
"Fights over girls." 
"Disagreement and misunderstanding." 
"Disagreement carried a little too far." 

''You just get sick of them, you meet 
other friends and see what they're 
like." 

Adult-Youth Differences 
Recently, a major study of friendship in adulthood was 

conducted by the magazine Psychology Today. 1 It provides data 
for comparing the notions adolescents have about how 
friendships end to those of adults. For adults the leading reason 
was that one of the persons moved, while for teenagers, it was 
that interests and values changed. The second most frequent 
factor for adults was betrayal, and for teenagers it was that they 
objected to certain personality traits such as dishonesty and 
jealousy. The third most frequent problem for adults was that 
they had different views on an issue, while for teenagers it was 
that they had "fights and disagreements." The teenagers 
seldom clarified what these fights were about, but they noted 
that sometimes they were on rather trivial issues. Having 
different views on an issue, as the adults noted, did not appear to 
be the reason for teenage fights. 

In general, it appears that for teenagers the ending of 
friendships are a far more normal and typical part of life than 
they are for adults. For adults, the cooling of a friendship 
appears to be a serious, sometimes traumatic event. It may be 
that because the life of an adolescent is so much in flux, with 
change being the dominant mode, the ending of friendship is 
taken in stride. 

1Mary Brown Parlee, ''The Friendship Bond,'' Psychology Today, Oct. 1979, pp. 43-54. 
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Section II: 

LEISURE TIME 
AND YOUTH 

ORGANIZATIONS 
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"A time you name for yourself to do 
the things you like to do and not all 
the things that others want you to do 
or expect you to do." 

In this section of the poll, two major issues will be explored: 
how teenagers use leisure or discretionary time and their 
perceptions of youth organizations. They define what free time 
means to them and some of the pressures on that discretionary 
time. They describe both what they ideally want and then what 
they actually do in their leisure time. Access to and participation 
in school activities and outside organizations is also discussed. 

DISCRETIONARY TIME: A DEFINITION 
All respondents discussed several questions about time, 

pressures, and use of discretionary time: 
l. "What pressures are there on your time?'' 
2. "How do the pressures on your time change from the 

school year to the summer?" 
3. ''Ideally, if you could do anything you wanted with the 

time you are not in class, what would you do?" 
4. "What keeps you from spending your out-of-class time 

the way you'd like to?" 

In addition, the 4-Hers and the small groups of regular respon
dents discussed the following question: ''What does 'your own 
time' mean to you?" What emerges from discussions of these 
questions is that teenagers place a high value on having and 
controlling their discretionary time. 4-H youth leaders charac
terized this time as "precious" but "nonexistent." These youth 
felt that "their own" time is time to do what they want to do, 
without obligation, responsibility, or pressure. It is often a time 
used to relax, to enjoy themselves. In addition, 
4-Hers felt that it was a time to think, about themselves and their 
dreams: 

''Time to do whatever you want to do. Time to relax. Time 
to daydream. A time to be with your friends. A time to just 
goof around and not have to be at a certain place at a certain 
time.'' 

"Free to do as you please, getting to know yourself and 
finding peace with yourself. Sleeping." 

"Time I can do anything I want with. You don't feel 
obligated to do it. You make the decision on what you 
want to do without having someone else decide." 



''A time you name for yourself to do the things you like to do 
and not all the things that others want you to do or expect 
you to do." 

''Time to be alone, time to be me, time to be free as an eagle 
to soar through the sky, time when no one is hassling me, 
when I can do what I want, when I want." 

Time Pressures 
All of the respondents reported experiencing an overwhelm

ing sense of pressure on a daily basis. In general, youth did not 
feel that they had time which was "their own." Rather than 
listing the particular activities which caused the most pressure, a 
substantial number of students simply talked about their lack of 
free time: 

"I need time for myself to relax and undo the day." 
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"We just don't have enough time, don't need anymore 
pressure-just more fun." 

"Here's what my day is like. You get up at 6:30, be at 
school at 7:30a.m. Go to work at 4:30, get home by 7:00, 
go to bed by 10:00. I can't see why we should do things 
that only allows us two hours a night to enjoy." 

"We don't have any time. We're always busy and have 
things to do all the time. Not enough time for yourself." 

Others discussed more specifically the sources of this time 
pressure. By far the greatest pressure came from work and jobs: 

"You have to get a job. Make money-there isn'ttime to do 
anything else. I don't hardly ever get to party." 

"If you work, then you don't have really much time to do 
homework or get involved with school activities or go to 
games.'' 

It appears that the young people do not perceive taking a job as a 
choice, but rather a necessity which deters them from spending 
their time as they like. While in reality, many make their own 
decision to work and consequently give up other options, they 
seem not to think about jobs and work in this way. Rather, they 
seem resentful and frustrated by the time constraints of their 
part-time jobs. 

Homework was named as the next strongest pressure on the 
student's time. Merely having to be at school (not doing 
homework after school) was also viewed as a major time 
pressure. 

Finally, parents and family were frequently mentioned as a 
"pressure." It not clear what kinds of pressure were created by 
parents. Some students spoke about having chores around the 
home, though this was relatively infrequent. Others talked 
about feeling pressured by the curfews their parents set: 

"Parents sometimes put pressure on you and make you 
come in early.'' 

''I get home and have all this homework and mom tells you 
to do a bunch of jobs and you have to do them." 

Comparative data from 4-H youth leaders indicate that in this 
population parents were the most frequently mentioned source 
of pressure. This finding was consistent with the responses of 

''During the school year everything 
is on a schedule, but summer you 
have more time to do what you 
want." 

the general rural youth population. 4-Hers provided some 
additional insights into this pressure. Some indicated that 
parents refuse to allow their children to engage in certain 
activities, while others said that they remind them of their 
responsibilities, such as school work and work around the 
home. In this case, it appears that "chores" and "parents" are 
interchangeable terms. 

"Never enough (time)-parents pressure you to do more 
and threaten you if you don't. Too many activities at 
once." 



"Job, parents, responsibilities at school or anywhere." 
"To do the things your parents want you to do, what time 

you give to who." 
Chores around the home did not appear high on the list of 

items which create pressure for urban youth. The other major 
time pressure mentioned was sports and after-school activities 
though this was mentioned far less frequently than jobs, 
homework, school, and family pressures. 

Time Pressure in Summer 
For many of the students, summer is far less hectic and 

tightly scheduled than the school year. The vast majority of 
respondents described summer as a carefree and more relaxed 
time, characterized by fewer responsibilities, more time to 
"goof-off" and party, no homework and the opportunity to 
sleep late. 

"More time off to get rested so more time to do more fun 
things." 

"During the school year everything is on a schedule, but 
summer you have more time to do what you want." 

"In summer, there are not as many responsibilities, not as 
much hassling from parents." 

"Relief, no homework, summer sleep late. Don't worry 
what you look like. Don't see the people you don't get 
along with. Plan your own time." 

"More time during summer. You can sleep all day. Full 
time job takes the part of school but no homework. The sun 
is up longer so you feel like you have more time, though 
that's a problem 'cause you can't really start a keg party 
until dark." 

Some students did not agree, however. A few expressed the idea 
that the pressure was equal but that its primary source changed 
from school and homework to a job. Some 4-Hers felt that they 
exchanged school-year responsibilities for club responsibilities. 

USING DISCRETIONARY TIME: THE IDEAL 

When asked how they would spend their out-of-school time 
if they had complete freedom of choice, the majority of 
respondents indicated that they would ''party.'' This choice was 
followed by "work" and "sleep." 

Table I Ideal Use of Discretionary Time in Rank Order 

Responses to: "Ideally, if you could do anything you wanted 
with time you are not in class, what would you do?'' 

All Respondents Urban Suburban Rural 
(113 grps) (40 grps) (38 grps) (35 grps) 

I. Party 1. Party I. Party 1. Work 
2. Work 2. Sleep 2. TV 2. Party 
3. Sleep 3. Work 3. Sleep 3. Travel 
4. Watch TV 4. Sports 4. Work 4. TV 
5. Go shopping 5. See friends 5. Shop 5. Sleep 
6. Play sports 6. TV 6. Movies 6. Movies 
7. See friends 7. Shop 7. Sports 7. Shop 
8. Travel 8. Read 8. Travel 8. Sports 
9. Go to movies 9. Travel 

10. Read 
11. Sexual activity 

I8 

Distinct trends emerged within geographic areas on this 
question. Table I presents, in rank order, how respondents 
would spend their discretionary time. 

For urban youth, partying was the most frequent response, 
followed by sleep and then work. Suburban youth did not 
mention work as frequently in their responses, but rather 
mentioned watching television. Work was the most frequently 
mentioned response for rural youth. Partying, which ranked 
high, may not have been as frequent a response in this group as it 
was in others due to the distances which often separate youth in 
rural communities and the inaccessibility of transportation. 
Work may be of greater necessity for the less wealthy rural 
populations, or it may be a priority inasmuch as it provides the 
financial support for another frequently mentioned response, 
traveling. 

Trends were also identified by sex. Female students indi
cated that following partying, shopping and seeing friends were 
the activities that would occupy their free time if they could 
choose. Males were interested in participating in individual and 
organized sports activities. ''Picking up'' dates and ''sex'' were 
more frequently mentioned by males. 

4-H leaders, when asked to respond to the same questions, 
indicated that recreational sports would be their choice. Other 
responses were equally divided among sleeping, working, and 
spending time with friends. 

USING DISCRETIONARY TIME: THE REALITY 

In the section above, students talked about how they would 
use their free time if they had unlimited and unrestricted 
choices. We were interested in comparing these responses to the 
real options that they were aware of and which were available in 
their neighborhood and community. To determine what they 
perceived to be the range of options, we asked: 

"If a new student just moved to your school and asked you, 
'What's there to do around here?' What would you say? 
What suggestions would you make?" 

In contrast to the responses on the "ideal" use ofleisure time, 
these tended to be more group-oriented and somewhat more 
constructive. Recreational sports and participating in team 
sports were the most frequent suggestions. Next came "party
ing and hanging around.'' Becoming involved in extracurricular 
activities in the school, and going to movies were the next most 
often mentioned. 

As in the question above, there were clear regional differ
ences, as illustrated in Table 2. Urban students placed more 
emphasis on partying and "hanging around" and less emphasis 
on what rural students tended to describe as "good, clean fun." 
Typical urban responses included: 

"Party, go to concerts, go to the park, go to me 'Jukebox,' 
go cruise, go to a drive-in, hit the liquor store." 

"Party in parking lot or someone's house, go to a kegger, go 
play hockey, start getting to know people so you can date, 
go range around, drive around, hit the park and all good 
parts.'' 

"Find what's fun and rowdy and do it." 
"Party, sit outside Edina school and watch the girls." 



One group, on the other hand, did recognize some cultural 
riches of the city. They said: 

"Oh, there are movies, theater, and places to look at art." 

Students in suburban areas also suggested partying-both as a 
way of making new contacts and perhaps as a means to yet 
another end-getting drunk or stoned. This appears particularly 
among the younger youth in the poll. Suburban teens' sugges
tions were evenly divided between less socially approved 
activities mentioned above and more constructive ones such as 
joining extracurricular activities or organizations. 

By far the most frequent recommendation given by rural 
youth was to engage in recreational sports, such as bowling, 
roller skating, skiing, swimming, etc. This was suggested three 
times as often as the next most frequent response, which was to 
become involved in team sports by joining organized sports at 
school. Going to the movies received equal support. Joining 
extracurricular activities outside of sports was often suggested 
by rural youth. "Nothing" appears very infrequently in this 
group of responses. In general, the activities suggested by this 
group are constructive and rather "wholesome." Most of the 
youth were able to think of many things to recommend to others, 
and seemed quite proud of the many options their communities 
offered. 

''Get involved in extracurricular ac
tivities and get to some of the par
ties around to get to know people.'' 

''In a growing community like ours there are many activities 
to be involved in which you'd have good, clean fun. There 
is the bowling alley, there are movies, and other recre
ational places." 

"First explain different student involvement weeks that are 
coming up. Tell them about the special clubs they can 
participate in, example Ski Club, FFA, FHA, German and 
Spanish Clubs, etc. Show them the sports which they can 
be a spectator or participator. Show them the ways that we 
generate school spirit, activities like pep rallies and noon 
hour activities. Let them look for what they are interested 
in and urge them to become involved.'' 

"Get involved in extracurricular activities and get to some 
of the parties around to get to know people.'' 

"Unless you are out for sports, there's really nothing to do. 
You could go to surrounding areas for movies, roller 
skating, shopping." 

"Go to parties, drinking, roller rink, shows, dances, Bible 
studies.'' 

The recommendations of 4-Hers were fairly consistent with the 
rural suggestions given above. Not surprisingly, many of the 
4-H members also recommended participating in their organiza
tion as a good activity to meet new people. This suggests that 
unless youth themselves have some direct experience with an 
out-of-school activity, it may not occur to them to suggest it to 
others. It may also suggest that some youth may not be familiar 
with the activities of organized groups outside of school. 
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Table II Recommendations to Others on Use of Dis
cretionary Time in Rank Order 

Responses to: ''If a new student just moved to your school and 
asked you, 'What's there to do around here,' what would you 
say?'' 

Urban Suburban Rural 

I. Party I. Join sports I. Recreational 
team sports 

2. Join sports 2. Recreational 2. Movies 
team sports 

3. Recreational 3. School 3. Team Sports 
sports 

4. Hang around 4. Hang around 4. School 
or cruise or cruise activities 

5. School activity 5. Party 5. Parties 
6. Movies 6. Movies 6. Watch sports 
7. Watch sports 7. Watch sports 7. Drink 
8. Work 8. Nothing 8. Go out to eat 
9. Nothing 9. Get high, get 9. Dance 

in trouble 

Since the use of leisure time is so culture bound, it is difficult 
for us to imagine what alternatives youth might have beyond the 
list given. A recent study of youth in India on their use of leisure 
time helps us gain some perspective on this issue. In an article 
decrying the lack of purpose among Indian youth (Mehta, 
1979), "reading" was listed as most common use of leisure 
time. In light of the Minnesotan's list, the Indian youth expert 
might want to revise his view of how "purposeless" Indian 
youth really are. The rank order of the leisure time activities 
were as following: 

I) Reading 

2) Mass media use (radio, movies, TV) 
3) Sports and games 
4) Socio-cultural activities (working on village improve

ment, helping parents) 

5) Hobbies (cooking, embroidery, photography, can col
lecting) 

6) Idling away (sleeping during day, roaming around, 
gossiping) 

It does appear that American youth prefer substantially less 
constructive and socially approved activities than do Indian 
youth. For example, our Youth Poll participants did not even 
mention hobbies or socio-cultural activities, which were major 
activities for Indian youth. 

PARTICIPATION IN SCHOOL ACTIVITIES 

Several questions were asked to learn how teenagers view 
access to and participation in organized school activities. The 
first question posed to the regular respondents (not the 4-Hers) 
was: 

''Do all students in your school feel equally welcome to join 
school activities (like boys' and girls' sports, dance line, 
debate, cheerleading, the school newspaper, etc.)? If not, 
why do certain people feel excluded from certain activi
ties?'' 



The respondents overwhelmingly agreed that all students do 
NOT enjoy equal access to school activities. Three broad 
categories emerged to explain the restrictions on participation: 
personal limitations, lack of peer acceptance and support, 
external factors such as limited numbers of places available in 
teams or clubs. Of the few who felt all students were welcome to 
join any school activity, they explained that some choose not to 
participate because of general disinterest or personal choice. 
"It's just not their bag," argued one group. 

Personal Limitations 
Most frequently mentioned in the category of personal 

limitations was a lack of self-confidence. Sometimes that was 
thought to occur because of a perceived dearth of physical or 
intellectual ability. For example, students suggested that lack of 
athletic prowess prevented some from even trying out for sports 
teams. Similarly, people who were not intellectually gifted were 
afraid to apply for debate or the school newspaper. The 
comments indicated that adolescents were afraid of being 
embarrassed, teased, or ridiculed if they did attempt to partici
pate. It appears that many felt they were being watched and 
judged continuously:' 

"Some feel that they can't do it or aren't good at it, afraid 
that if they go out for an activity people are going to make 
fun of it.'' 

"They are afraid of trying because they might get teased." 
"They are afraid of other people's opinions." 

"Afraid to compete, afraid of failure, afraid of criticism." 
The pressure to compete and "look good" was reported to 

extend to the classroom and to the students' free time. Several 
groups described the destructive consequences of the lack of 
physical competence: 

"There was one fat girl in my school who didn't like 
P.E.-and who dropped out of school because of it." 

"When I was up to bat I'd make an out and the kids got mad 
at me and never picked me to be on a team. Only time I'd 
ever get picked was if my cousin was captain." 

Lack of Peer Support 
Secondly, respondents suggested that some teenagers do not 

participate in school activities because they do not have group or 
peer support for such involvement. The adolescent's depen
dence on peers for helping to select and use discretionary time 
was reported earlier. Taken together, it appears that teenagers 
view themselves as quite timid and self-conscious when it 
comes to joining organized activities. Some argued that only a 
very narrow group of young people have sufficient peer support 
to become involved in high-status school activities: 

"Some don't participate because they feel out of place. You 
can't be a cheerleader unless you're super popular and if 
you're not perfect you can't make cheerleader." 

"No, if a freak joins up the jocks give him shit, you have to 
have a name in this school, your parents have to be known 
and rich, if parents are liked kids are accepted." 

"Friends influence them, jocks reject them." 

2These data support the theoretical claim that during adolescence there is a heightened sense 
of self-consciousness. David Elkind characterizes this preoccupation with self as 
"adolescent egocentricism," in which teenagers are always playing to an "imaginary 
audience" which is obsessively concerned with their every movement, thought, and flaw. 
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External Factors 
The other major theme was a variety of external factors 

restricted youth from participation. Most frequently mentioned 
in this category was the limited number of places and options 
available, particularly in high-status activities such as sports and 
cheerleading. Some students charged that many schools simply 
do not offer enough activities or severely limited the number 
who can participate: 

"The rules for sports are just too strict. You'd think we were 
playing college ball or something. I can't see why the 
school won't let you play the sports you want to play-just 
for the fun of it." 

''Our school doesn't offer enough activities and even if they 
did, there wouldn't be enough money to support them." 

Other factors reported which kept some students out of school 
activities were sex discrimination, religious and racial bias, 
previous involvement based on junior high and even elementary 
school participation, and prejudiced coaches. 

Popular, High-Status School Activities 
All respondents-both regular participants and 4-H mem

bers--discussed their perceptions of why certain school activi
ties are considered to be high-status and popular. The question 
posed was: 

"What makes an extracurricular activity in school popu-
lar?'' 

The responses suggested that the activity itself is not as 
important as I) the other young people who are involved in it; 2) 
the level of competition, and 3) the adults in charge of it. 

A major theme was that the other teenagers participating in 
the school activity was the key factor in determining its 
popularity. They described this both in terms of quantity-"ev
eryone's in it"-and the quality of those involved, e.g., the 
"jocks," or the "popular kids." If friends are involved in the 
activity, it serves as an indicator that it is acceptable to join: 

''If everyone's in it, you know the 
popular group, cool people-then 
it's popular." 

"If everyone's in it, you know the popular group, cool 
people---then it's popular." 

"If popular guys and cute girls sign up; depends if a lot of 
people take part." 

Competition also made an activity more desirable. This was 
especially noted in regard to sports. In fact, many of the 
respondents seemed to equate extracurricular activities with 
team sports. They indicated that a sport was more popular if the 
team won. This gives prestige and status to the individual 
members of the team, helps it gain community support, and 
bolsters team and school spirit. It also, apparently, creates local 
heros who then attract others to watch the team and cheer it on: 

"An activity is more popular when the team has a winning 
season, it depends on how good they are. You know, the 
feeling of victory is really important." 
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"If you get to be a 'jock' everyone looks up at you. If you 
succeed, if the team always wins, more will go out for it, 
and it gets even more popular." 

It seems that the desire for competence and mastery during 
adolescence may lead some to use school activities to fulfill this 
need. It appears that for some teenagers, a way to gain a sense of 
accomplishment is through competing and winning. This im
plies that standards are set externally rather than internally and 
thus competition is a means for judging oneself. Coaches, 
instructors, and leaders were reported to play an important role 
in determining the popularity of an activity though little specific 
information was sought. Only a few groups mentioned the 
particular qualities. The only quality mentioned several times 
was "being easygoing." 

PARTICIPATION IN NON-SCHOOL ACTIVITIES 

Several questions were posed to learn about how teenagers 
view participation in organized activities and clubs outside of 
school. The regular respondents were asked the following 
questions: 

"Some people join organized youth activities outside of 
school like Junior Achievement, Explorers, 4-H, church 
groups, etc. Why do you think they join such activities?" 

"Do students join school activities (like sports, debate, etc.) 
for the same reasons they join organized activities outside 
of school? What are the differences?" 

Reasons for Participation 
About half the respondents thought that youth joined in

school activities for different reasons than they joined out-of
school organizations. Of those who saw such a difference, the 
majority indicated that in-school activities offered more pres
tige, status, and popularity. It follows then that many suggested 
that the reason individuals join activities outside of school was 
because they could not succeed in the more high-status desirable 
arena of the school. Outside activities, because they are less 
competitive, were thought to offer an opportunity for involve
ment without the fear of failure. They argued that for those who 
had few friends in school, it was a way to meet new people. 
Further, they suggested that everyone wants to "belong," to 
feel a part of a larger group as well as to derive a sense of 
accomplishment which comes from mastering interpersonal 
relationships and new challenges: 

"To get away from school, not as 
much competition, interest.'' 

"Make them feel important, meet new people." 
"It's more fun than being in one at school, less barriers for 

discipline.'' 
"To meet new people-if they don't have any friends in 

school." 



"To get away from school, not as much competition, 
interest.'' 

"Because they fit in better there." 
"Cause they didn't make it in school." 
"Cuz they can't get into school activities, no friends in 

school, to be a part of something, might be forced to join, 
want to get away from parents, to meet new people, do 
different things." 

Beside the person who had not succeeded in school activi
ties, a second kind of teenager was identified as a joiner of non
school organizations. This was the person who had succeeded in 
the world of the school, and was now seeking new challenges. 
ln a sense, these are the students who have outgrown the school, 
who find their peers too immature, too narrow in their interests: 

"Some kids are looking for something new to accomplish. 
They've been in a lot of school activities and are kind of 
tired of it. They want something more interesting, some
thing harder." 

''I know this girl who joined a theatre group; she is a really 
good actress and is a lot more mature than the rest of the 
kids in this school." 

In summary, two groups were thought to be attracted to 
youth organizations outside of school-those who had really 
"made it" and those who hadn't "made it" at all. It appeared 
that there needed to be some special motivation out of failure or 
success that impelled one to join a non-school organization. 
According to respondents, it was not thought to be a regular, 
normal part of adolescence. 

Barriers to Participation 
We wondered what members of one large youth-serving 

organization, 4-H, thought were the barriers to other youth 
joining such organizations. We asked the 4-H junior leaders to 
respond to the following question; "There are some youth who 
never join out-of-school activities. Why do you think this is 
so?" 

The most frequent response was "parents"-implying that 
some parents had neither the time, interest, nor motivation to be 
involved. It should be noted that 4-H depends significantly on 
parental support and assistance and, therefore, this finding may 
be only applicable to this organization. Many 4-H respondents 
suggested that personal factors such as shyness, insecurity, fear 
of failure, and fear of what others might say about them 
inhibited some youth from joining out-of-school groups. This 
reason was similar to the responses regular youth poll respon
dents gave as to why youth do not feel welcome to join school 
activities and clubs. 

A final explanation has major significance for youth organi
zations. A number of the 4-Hers said that their peers were 
unaware that such groups existed, had never had the activities 
explained to them, or had never been approached by a youth or 
adult representative and asked to join. 

BEING A MEMBER OF A YOUTH ORGANIZATION 

The next section deals specifically with issues and problems 
of being in a youth organization. These questions were an
swered only by 4-H members. First, 4-H junior leaders were 
asked "What are the advantages and disadvantages of joining 
clubs or organized youth activities." 
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Advantages of Clnb Membership 
4-H youth were in overwhelming agreement that the pri

mary advantage of being a club member was that it enabled them 
to meet a large number of diverse people. They joined primarily 
with the intent of making new friends. Making constructive use 
of time and gaining new skills and experience were seen as 
primary benefits of organizations like 4-H. A large group of 
youth also recognized that personal growth was a valuable 
outcome and listed having opportunities to develop leadership 
ability, gain self-confidence, and become more responsible. 

''You get to meet other people and 
make new friends. Being able to be 
a leader in an organization. You 
end up spending your time more 
wisely than somebody who's doing 
nothing. You can just have plain 
fu /" n. 

Among the many detailed listing of benefits of joining 
clubs, were the following: 

"Meeting people, opportunities-trips, seeing others, 
doing more things differently, learning experience, mak
ing decisions, gives people something to do-worth 
something, feeling worthwhile." 

"Keeps you busy, meet new people, helps keep you 
straight, excuse to get out of the house, you get chances to 
go places." 

"Keep from being bored, having fun, meet a lot of new 
friends, learn to speak out, evaluate yourself, interaction 
with other people, learn to get along with others, bigger 
expansion of opportunities.'' 

"Socializing, new experiences, recognition, self-confi
dence, and satisfaction." 

"You get to meet other people and make new friends. Being 
able to be a leader in an organization. You end up spending 
your time more wisely than somebody who's doing 
nothing. You can just have plain fun!" 

"There's always something to do-even too much is better 
than not much.'' 

Disadvantages of Club Membership 
Time appears to be the major sacrifice 4-H members make to 

be involved in the organization. This is time taken from family 
activities, home responsibilities, jobs, and peer activities. 
Further, being a club member competes with school activities, 
particularly sports. Little mention, though, was made of other 
school activities that might be cut out by being in 4-H: 



"You have to give up free time, your 
'own' time, good meals, other ac
tivities, time with special people in 
your life, Honda, your summer." 

23 

"You have to give up free time, your •own' time, good 
meals, other activities, time with special people in your 
life, Honda, your summer." 

"You don't have some of your 'free time.' Friday nights. 
You sometimes have to decide what organization you want 
to go to if they're both planned on the same night. Give up 
the time you would have spent with your friends." 

"Your free time, sports, jobs, chores, time with your 
friends.'' 

Many also felt that membership placed too much pressure 
and responsibility on them. They expressed their dissatisfaction 
at having to take on responsibilities which they neither enjoyed 
nor wanted, but felt obligated to carry out. They shared that 
adult leaders expected too much of them. These junior leaders 
described themselves as extremely busy, harried, under enor
mous pressure, having too much responsibility, exhausted: 



"Pressure of responsibilities. A lot going on, always on the 
go, tired of people who don't want to do anything." 

"Too much involvement. People expect too much of you. 
No cooperation.'' 

"Always the same people doing the work." 
"Tied down to go to meetings. Trapped with people you 

don't like." 
"Takes a lot of time and patience. You must be dedicated 

even when it takes away from other things. Too much to 
do; always rushing." 

As in most organizations and institutions, there appears to 
be a rather unequal distribution of responsibility and work. On 
the one hand, the leaders are busy to the point of exhaustion, 
while the other members are described as doing almost nothing, 
and then dropping out because they are "bored." 

Excessive costs for dues, gas, and telephone calls were also 
reported to be a disadvantage of club members. Further, they 
pointed out that to be active, they were unable to work enough 
hours to earn the money necessary for these extra expenses. 
Other disadvantages mentioned were poor advisors, disorgani
zation and wasted time, excessive rules and regulations, compe
tition among members, and cliques: 

"You have these clicky clubs---<lon't talk with you, some
times dues are too high." 

''It's not always organized, too much paper work cuts down 
on time for yourself." 

Finally, a few groups mentioned that being a club member 
was viewed contemptuously by some youth. Some described 
how people not involved in the organization spoke about it in 
disparaging ways, making it both difficult to interest new people 
in joining as well as maintaining current members: 

"You get labeled as a 'NERD.' 
"People think you're weird-they say 'He's in 4-H' and 

laugh." 

DROPPING OUT OF YOUTH ORGANIZATIONS 

4-H members were asked several questions about why they 
think some youth drop out of youth groups. These questions 
dealt with such topics as a lack of commitment to the group, 
irregular attendance, short duration as a member of a club, and 
approaches to reversing this trend toward dropping out. 

Irregular Attendance 
The first question dealt with irregular attendance and with a 

lack of commitment to the organization. They were asked: 
''Some people join clubs but then miss a lot of meetings and 

activities. Why do you think this happens?" 
Three major reasons were identified. First, for those who are 

involved in school activities, and other youth organizations, 
missed meetings were thought to be a result of their over
involvement. Second, others were charged with joining groups 
only for the status of belonging but without a commitment to the 
group itself. These youth were characterized as "joiners" who 
belong because "it looks good on your resume" or "helps get a 
person into college.'' Finally, for some, the group was thought 
to fall short of their original expectations or to require too many 
unexpected responsibilities. Some of the explanations given 
included: 
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''Not what they expected, parents 
need them to work, nothing's going 
on, lack of enthusiasm, think they 
are not important, lack of involve
ment." 

"Just want to join to make them look good." 
"They're in too many activities. They're in for the fun and 

don't want to do any work. They don't realize all the work 
that is involved with it. They want the recognition but not 
the responsibility." 

"Bored, other activities, afraid to say they don't want to be 
in, lazy, feel it is a put-down if they go, busy, transporta
tion." 

"Not what they expected, parents need them to work, 
nothing's going on, lack of enthusiasm, think they are not 
important, lack of involvement." 

"Not ready for commitments, too many pressures." 

Tenure in Youth Groups 
Next 4-Hers discussed the reasons why some people stay 

with a youth organization for only a short time, while others 
remain for a relatively long period. The question posed was: 

"Some people stick with a club for a long time while other 
people are only interested in a club for a short time. Why 
does this happen?" 

Respondents suggested that losing interest in the organiza
tion was the major reason that people dropped out. This was 
thought to occur for one of two reasons. The first was it was part 
of the normal process of growth and development. Teenagers 
were characterized as having changing interests and leaving a 
youth organization was thought to be an expression of this 
change. This implication was that as teenagers changed, the 
group remained the same and so young people were forced to 
move on to new challenges, new groups, new activities: 

"Lose interests, dedication, interests grow in other areas." 
"People's interests differ and it doesn't appeal to some after 

awhile, people can't handle the responsibility." 
"Changed values, goals and ideas. The ambitions change." 
"Sometimes the clubs are just for younger kids and they 

grow out of it." 
The second reason that people lose interest and quit, 

according to respondents, was that these individuals had never 
really become engaged in the organization and dropped out 
because of "boredom" and a lack of involvement. Only a small 
number of 4-H members polled thought that lack of time was a 
major factor in youth missing meetings or quitting a group: 

"Because one person doesn't get involved enough." 
"Don't do anything in organization-get bored." 
"The people don't get involved or are left out. Don't like it. 

Don't get involved. Don't have patience, time." 



Preventing Club Drop-Outs 
Finally, 4-H junior leaders were asked to discuss their ideas 

as to how youth could be prevented from dropping out of youth 
groups. As in the previous question, respondents argued that if 
members were genuinely engaged and involved in the activities 
of the organizations, they would be less likely to drop out. 

They suggested that all youth must be included in the 
planning and decisionmaking process. This was thought to lead 
toward both more age-appropriate activities as well as make 
people feel personally invested. 

''Get them more involved, ask for 
their ideas, get to them on a more 
personal level; make them feel a 
part of what you do.'' 

"Give everyone a chance. Projects where everyone is 
included." 

"Get them more involved, ask for their ideas, get to them on 
a more personal level; make them feel a part of what you 
do." 

"Take polls, see what people want to do." 
Others felt that the organization itself would have to develop 

more interesting and engaging projects, and that merely encour
aging people to "be involved" was not sufficient: 

"More range and variety of activity." 
"Make it more exciting. Have fun activities." 
Overall, while 4-H respondents had few specific ideas about 

how to prevent members from quitting youth organizations, 
they were quite optimistic about the possibility of coming up 
with appropriate solutions. Only a small number of groups felt 
that nothing could be done. 

RECOMMENDATIONS TO YOUTH ORGANIZATIONS 

Youth organizations are constantly attempting to understand 
and anticipate the "youth market" so they they can design 
activities which will attract teenagers to their programs. Several 
youth organizations requested that we ask questions to find out 
specifically what young people want youth organizations to 
provide. To tha end we asked: 

"lf you were to become involved in an activity or group 
outside of school, what kinds of things would you like to 
do or learn?'' 

While there were more than a hundred different suggestions, 
they can be grouped into five major categories: I) Adventure; 2) 
Sports; 3) Arts; 4) Career Exploration; 5) Personal Growth. 

Adventure 
A wish to participate in exciting, daring, and out-of-the

ordinary experiences was by far the most frequently mentioned 
interest. The specific activities included in this category were: 

Skiing (Learn to ski better, pro-skiing, hotdog skiing) 
Travel (go to different places around the city, go to Europe, 

Hawaii, Washington, D.C., "explore different areas 
of world and ancient ruins.") 
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Sports 

Skin diving 
Water skiing 
Hang gliding 
Scuba diving 
Mountain climbing 
Camping 
Car racing 

Parachuting 
Flying 

Next most frequently was sports activities. While it is 
somewhat difficult to separate sports from adventure, those 
sports which emphasize danger and risk such as skiing and 
scuba diving, were included in the adventure category. More 
usual "tame" sports were included such as tennis, swimming, 
skating, basketball, football, etc. Some simply wanted more 
opportunities to participate or to learn how to do a sport. Others 
wanted to upgrade their skills or as one group noted, ''!' d like to 
train to be the best at something, some sport, I'm sick of coming 
in second in everything." 

The Arts 
Of almost the same magnitude of interest as sports were 

activities that could be grouped together as "the arts." Included 
here was: 

Music (learning to play an instrument, being a member of a 
band, orchestra) 



Painting and drawing 
Dance 
Photography 
Singing (voice lessons, being in a chorus) 
Drama 
One group pointed out that while there were some opportun

ities in school, it was not on a very sophisticated level: "They 
don't really help you develop your talents." 

Career Exploration 
Opportunities to learn about and try out various career 

interests was the next most frequent response. Included in this 
category were general job-seeking skills such as "writing 
resumes for jobs,'' ''where to look for jobs,'' ''something to do 
with my career," "learn business skills," "learn a vocation." 
A variety of specific career areas were also mentioned, though 
there was little specific information about what they would like 
to do. 

Personal Growth 
The other major theme expressed was an interest in oppor

tunities to enhance personal growth and development. Included 
in this category were ideas such as learning how to relate better 
to other people, making new friends: 

Discussing personal problems 
Meet new people and find out what more there is to life than 
know now 
To become a better person 
I would like to get activer and get to know people 
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Learn to be better accepted by peers 
Learn to handle responsibilities 
Anything that could benefit your future, enhance your life, 
and meet new people 
The findings suggest a strong desire for physical challenge 

and adventure. This interest is consistent with the current trends 
in the larger society toward physical fitness and health promo
tion. It is also consistent with the characteristics of this stage of 
development. Adolescence is, by definition, a time for experi
mentation, risk-taking, adventure, etc., and thus the desire for 
physical challenges and adventure is a natural one. 

A second major need during this period is to find an identity, 
to figure out one's capabilities, to develop the ability to relate to 
other people-both peers and adults. In light of this, it was 
surprising to find that personal growth and development was not 
mentioned more frequently as something group involvement 
could foster. This may be due to the young person's desire to 
accomplish this on his or her own, outside of formal organiza
tions and adult supervision. It may be, as well, that young 
people do not see youth organizations as providing much help in 
dealing with these very significant issues. 

More likely, though, making friends, learning to relate to 
others, developing interpersonal skills, developing responsibil
ity, and learning decisionmaking skills emerge as side benefits 
of youth organizations only after a young person has been 
involved for a period of time. Gaining personal and social skills 
is not typically the initial reason for joining a group, but a 
delayed benefit from participation. Few are first attracted to 
youth groups for satisfying these long-term developmental 
needs. Instead they are attracted to more immediate concerns 
-how enjoyable and interesting and popular the activities are. 



Section m:· 

SUMMARY 
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FRIENDSHIP 

1. Friends occupy a crucial and unique position in the lives 
of Minnesota teens. They fulfill three major roles which were 
defined as I) support and communication, 2) companionship 
and conversation, 3) fun and socializing. Younger students (9th 
graders) view friends as someone to do things with or. to "play 
with" as do many male students. Females perceive friends as 
individuals who provide support, help, and confidential advice. 

2. The overwhelming majority of the students agreed that 
their friends have substantial influence on their decision-making 
and actions. Appearance, including clothes and hair, was the 
most frequently cited area of influence. Use of leisure time, 
manner of speaking, thinking and actions, and use of alcohol, 
drugs and tobacco were also mentioned. 

3. Persuasion and manipulation were the predominant 
methods used to influence friends. Advice and trust were the 
positive methods used by youth to influence one another. Some 
teens noted that their personal desire to conform was the 
motivating factor rather than external pressure. 

4. When asked about the qualities they seek in friends, 
Minnesota teens desire friends who are honest, trustworthy, 
share similar interests and have "good personalities." Girls 
were particularly concerned with having honest and trustworthy 
friends, while boys consider similar interests a priority. 

5. Close friends are distinguished from casual friends by the 
amount of trust, level of intimacy, quantity of time spent 
together and similar interests. Boys frequently mentioned 
categories of persons, e.g. "gays, rednecks, and narcs" they 
would not want as friends, as well as physical characteristics, 
while girls were more concerned with personality characteris
tics and moral and ethical considerations. 

6. Both males and females appeared to choose friends of the 
opposite sex in much the same manner they choose same sex 
friends. The major addition to the list of qualities previously 
mentioned was physical attractiveness. Females had more 
extensive lists of qualities than males. 

7. Students were able to differentiate clearly between the 
type of friends they sought as children and those they seek now. 
Friends in elementary school were primarily "playmates." In 
junior high, youth chose friends who were "popular" and had 
something to offer them (status, drugs, popularity, etc.). In high 
school, friends are chosen far more carefully. The general 
pattern suggests I) increasing selectivity, 2) increasing perman
ence, and 3) more mature expectations. 

8. Despite those changes, many youth feel that the process 
of making friends becomes easier over time because they I) 
develop better social skills, 2) become more accepting, and 3) 
have more people to choose from. Those who thought the 
process became more difficult cited two major reasons: I) 
cliques and friendships develop which become increasingly 
rigid, and 2) the demands placed on friendships increase. 



9. Having friends who were predominantly older or younger 
was considered unusual and somewhat unacceptable. Having 
older friends was slightly less problematic, inasmuch as there 
appears to be some status attached to ''being more mature'' than 
persons of the same age. 

I 0. Friendships with adults was a prevalent pattern among 
the students. Most frequently named were teachers, coaches, 
friends of their parents, friends' parents. Friendships with adults 
are a result of consistent contact with an adult. Familiarity 
breeds friendship in this population. Youth often look to these 
adults for advice, though not specifically in problem-solving. 

II. Teens provided three major explanations as to why their 
friendships end; as a result of I) the normal process of changing 
interests, ideas, values, and residence, 2) recognizing negative 
personality traits in one's friends, and 3) conflicts and disagree
ments which could not be resolved. 

LEISURE TIME 

I. Teenagers place great emphasis on having and controlling 
their free time. They define "their own time" as time to relax 
and to enjoy themselves without outside obligations, responsi
bilities or pressures. 4-H respondents felt this time as almost 
"nonexistent" in their lives. 

2. Teenagers described those time pressures which impinge 
on their free time-work and jobs were most frequently 
mentioned with homework and parents next. 4-H leaders 
indicated that parents were most often the source of pressure in 
their lives. Summer is far less pressured than the school year for 
most youth. 

3. Ideally, if students could spend their out-of-school time 
as they chose, the majority indicated that they would "party," 
followed by "work" and "sleep." Geographic differences 
emerged. Rural youth most frequently mentioned they would 
work, while urban and suburban youth were interested in 
partying. 

4. While ideal use of students' time was individually 
oriented, when asked about was was available in their commu
nities, students had lists which were group-oriented and slightly 
more constructive. Team and recreational sports were the most 
frequently mentioned activities, following partying, extracur
ricular involvement in school, and movie-going. Once again, 
regional differences were noticeable. 

5. Students do not feel that school activities are accessible to 
all students. Three categories of explanations were provided: I) 
personal limitations, which includes a lack of self-confidence 
and a fear of embarrassment, 2) lack of peer support and 
encouragement, and 3) external factors, including limited 
number of places and options available to them. 

6. The popularity of an in-school activity was determined by 
the quality and quantity of others involved, the level of 
competition, and the adults responsible or involved with it. 

7. In-school activities, it was suggested, offer greater status, 
prestige and popularity than out-of-school organizations. Out
side activities were felt to be less competitive and a means of 
making new friends. It appears that two divergent groups of 
youth join outside activities-youth who have "made it" in 
school and are seeking new groups and those who have not 
"made it" at all in school. 

8. 4-H youth provided additional insights into the barriers 
which inhibit participation. They suggested that lack of parental 
encouragement or motivation limited youth participation. Per
sonal reasons and a lack of awareness of youth organizations 
were also mentioned frequently. 

9. According to 4-H members the primary advantage to 
being an organization member was that it was a means for 
meeting many diverse people, with the intent of making new 
friends. Using time constructively, the acquisition of new skills, 
and personal growth were also noted as valuable outcome. 

10. The major disadvantages of membership were the 
demands it put on youth's time and the pressure and responsibil
ities associated with involvement. The cost of dues, gas, phone 
calls, etc., was also seen as a disadvantage. 

II. When asked why members miss meetings, two explana
tions were given. They were 1) over-involvement in a variety of 
activities, and 2) lack of commitment to the group. The reasons 
youth do not remain involved were attributed to a loss of 
interest, which was seen as both part of the normal process of 
growth and development and as a result of never really 
becoming involved in the organization. 

12. To prevent dropping out, youth suggested that they be 
given more opportunities to participate in planning and deci
sionmaking, and that the organization itself must develop more 
interesting and engaging projects. 

13. In response to a question on the type of activities which 
attract youth to outside organizations and activities, five catego
ries emerged: I) adventure, 2) sports, 3) arts, 4) career 
exploration, and 5) personal growth. 
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CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS 

Distinctive Patterns of Adolescent Friendships 
Teenagers hold distinctive views about some aspects of 

friendship, views that are systematically different from those of 
children and adults. The differences lie in their criteria for 
selecting friends, social skills in acquiring friendships, and the 
meaning attached to the termination of friendships. 

Adolescents report they they are far more discriminating in 
their selection of friends than when they were children or early 
adolescents. The dominant criteria for choosing friends changes 
from geographic proximity in elementary school to status and 
popularity in junior high to common interests and values in 
senior high school. The numbers of persons counted as friends 
tend to decrease during older adolescence. A plethora of casual 
acquaintanceships are often exchanged for a few close 
friendships. Many teenageers also reported gaining self-confi
dence and improved social skills in reaching out to others. This 
leads them to conclude that making friends becomes easier than 
when they were younger. Some found this optimistic view to be 
inconsistent with their own experience and argued that it was 
more difficult since I) many friendships are already formed in 
high school and 2) heightened discrimination and sophistication 
in selecting the "right" friend narrows the range of options 
available. In general, though, making friends during adoles
cence becomes a more thoughtful and careful process than 
during childhood. More is demanded of friends; superficial 
concerns about popularity and appearance are exchanged for 
more mature considerations, such as trust, communication, 
responsibility and intimacy. 



While they are moving toward more "adult-like" 
approaches to interpersonal relationships, there still remains 
some differences between adolescents and adults. Teenagers 
tend not to approve of friendships outside very strict boundaries 
of age and grade. Adolescents who have predominantly younger 
or older friends are considered to be behaving in atypical and 
unacceptable ways. While such age segregation in friendships 
tends to decrease somewhat during adulthood, it may be less 
related to developmental changes and more a consequence of 
leaving the rigidly segregated world of the school. Perhaps 
teenagers ascribe to these strict rules about age-appropriate 
friendships simply because they have no other options. There is 
some evidence that this may be so because many report having 
adult friends that they have met through work, where there is a 
mix of ages. 

Another difference between adolescents and adults is the 
amount of comfort with flux and change in friendships. In 
contrast to adults, the ending of friendships for teenagers is not 
particularly traumatic or unusual. Rather it is viewed as a 
normal part of identifying and developing one's personality 
through experimentation and exploration with a variety of 
relationships with both males and females. This capacity to 
view change as normal and even desirable was also seen in the 
students' discussions of youth organizations. Few thought that 
quitting a youth group or leaving a friendship was much cause 
for concern. Adult uneasiness with youth frequently dropping 
out of youth organizations and moving on to new interests is not, 
for the most part, shared by teenagers. 

The Quest for Belonging 
Does this casual attitude toward ending friendships, rela

tionships, and commitments signal a breakdown in our connec
tions with one another? Zimbardo (1980) recently has charged 
that the "basic quality of our social lives is being diluted, 
distorted, and demeaned by a host of profound structural 
changes in society,'' leading to the isolation of people from one 
another. He also argues that suburban youth, particularly, are 
suffering from this same malaise of the spirit, in which they 
accept a way of life that they view as empty and meaningless, 
where there is "apparent absence of joy of anything that is not 
immediately consumable." Our data would indicate that this 
picture of adolescence is not totally accurate. On the contrary, 
many youth in our study viewed belonging, connections with 
others, and friendship as the most important part of their lives. 
Similarly, in a "Quality of Life" study (Gage et al, 1980) of 
Minnesota youth, adolescents ranked family and friends as most 
important to them; metropolitan youth rank friends above 
family, while rural youth reversed the ranking. Moreover, about 
75 percent reported being either satisfied or extremely satisfied 
with their friendships. These friendships, according to our 
respondents, were crucial to them because they provided 
advice, support, help, intimacy, and a forum for discussing 
values, ideas, fears, and hopes. 

Youth Organization: A Missing Piece in the Lives of Teens 

Our data indicate that one traditional avenue for meeting this 
need for belonging and connection-youth organization and 
clubs-reaches relatively few youth. This conclusion is based 
on two kinds of evidence. First, many of our respondents had so 
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little experience and interest in youth organizations, they were 
unable to sustain discussion on this topic. Second, their re
sponses to questions about use of discretionary time indicate 
that few used their free time for out-of-school youth groups. 

For some, this may result from a lack of knowledge or 
familiarity with the availability of such activities. Others 
reported consciously avoiding organized groups so as not to be 
negatively labelled by their peers. For many, much of their 
discretionary time is taken up by jobs. 

While the reasons for non-involvement in youth organiza
tions are not completely clear, they were clear about having only 
a very limited amount of free time available. Thus, youth 
organizations face very stiff competition with extracurricular 
school activities, parents, jobs, "hanging around," etc., for a 
teenager's time. Teenagers also let us know that they want to 
have complete control of the little discretionary time they do 
have. To some, youth organizations are, in large measure, 
within the purview of adult control. Teens seem reluctant to 
voluntarily put themselves in a position where they must submit 
to more adult supervision. Still another explanation may be that 
teens want their free time to be free of obligation, commitment 
or responsibility. The 4-H junior leaders polled made it clear 
that membership, at least in their organization, often demands 
responsibility and increases pressure in its members' lives. 
Thus, teens may avoid such activities. 

School Activities 
Extracurricular school activities appear to have more suc

cess in attracting teens than do non-school groups. Besides ease 
of access and familiarity with them, they are reported to offer 
highly desirable and visible benefits such as prestige, status, and 
recognition. Non-school youth organizations, on the other 
hand, offer more intangible and private benefits such as meeting 
new people, learning new skills and using time constructively. 
The high visibility and public nature of in-school activities helps 
explain why some were reluctant to join certain ones because of 
a fear of failure, of being teased, laughed at or embarrassed. 
They recognized that their participation in them will be, to a 
certain extent, monitored, and judged by others. 

Recommendations for Youth Organizations 

According to respondents, youth organizations offer several 
advantages. They provide a safe, non-judgmental environment 
to experiment with new skills, new challenges, new relation
ships. The major question facing these organizations is how to 
attract youth to participate in them. Youth polled did indicate 
interest in adventure, sports, the arts, career exploration and 
personal development. Apparently these types of activities 
could make organizations more appealing. 

The other major finding was that teenagers indicated that 
their friends strongly influenced their use of leisure time. 
Moreover, the attractiveness of an activity is primarily deter
mined by the kinds and numbers of people involved. In a sense 
the activity itself is less important than who participates. This 
would indicate that youth organizations might wish to recruit 
peer group leaders who then in tum influence others to join. 

It is clear that teenagers emphasize the immediate benefits of 
participation, such as how enjoyable, interesting, and popular 
the activities are. They seemed less concerned with how these 



activities satisfy long-term developmental needs. Yet this latter 
issue must be addressed, particularly by the adult leaders. We 
would be wise to look back to John Dewey's criteria for what 
makes an educational experience worthwhile. He suggests that 
three elements must be present: first, it must be a) immediately 
enjoyable, stimulating and interesting; and b) it must lead to 
further growth by "setting demands for information, for acqui
sition of greater adequacy in technique, and for new modes of 
skills," and c) it must help young people acquire the skills that 
will contribute to the betterment of the society, with the ultimate 
test of the value of the experience is in its ''use and application 
in carrying out and improving the common life for all'' (Dewey, 
1934/1964). 

Dewey's work has clear implications for youth program
ming. The activities provided must be immediately interesting 
to attract youth to them, but they must also lead youth to develop 
new skills, gain new information, and most importantly stimu
late youth to continuously seek new challenges and more 
adequate approaches to problem-solving. But Dewey is not 
advocating that education and youth programs only be directed 
toward enhancing the individual's growth. The final criterion, 
that an educative experience is one that improves life for all, 
suggests that activities in youth organizations should also have a 
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focus on civic improvement, that is, to make individuals aware 
of their mutual interests with all other community members so 
that they would act on that sense of shared concern for the 
welfare of the total community. 
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Appendix A: 

LEISURE TIME 
AND 

MEMBERSHIP 
IN YOUTH 

ORGANIZATIONS 

Cover sheet: 

We would like some information about the members of your discussion group. 
Number of students in each grade? 9th_l0th_llth_l2th_ 
Number of females (Use the grade you will be m next fall.) 
Number of males ___ _ 
Name of your school or organization ________________________ _ 

Instructions for the recorder 
The recorder's job is most important. Without clear, accurate and complete notes of the group discussion it 

is hard to use what you have done. What your group thinks is very important to us. Unless you writing is clear 
and the record is as complete as possible we will not have a good understanding of your opinions. 

The recorder's job is to write down as much as possible of what is being said during the group discussion. 
Don't decide what would be important for us to know about-tell us as much as you can about what people 
said--even jokes are important to write down. 

(Please read this to your group.) 
It is important to remember that in order for your ideas and opinions to be useful, we must be able to read 

about and understand what was said during the discussion. 
The job of the group members will be to talk to us through the comments that the recorder writes down. Try 

to make it easy for the recorder to write down your comments by talking slowly and clearly. But that does not 
mean that your ideas need to be well thought out or carefully worded, although that would help. Also, you 
don't have to agree with each other. In fact, we are just as interested in disagreements. 

Pagel 
1) If a new teenager in your community asked you "What's there to do around here?" What would you say? 

What suggestions would you make? (If there are people in your group from more than one community; 
make a list for each community.) 

2) Ideally, if you could do anything you wanted with the time you are not in class, what would you do? 
3) What keeps you from spending your out-of-class-time the way you'd like to? 
Please take time to get everyone's opinion! 

Page 2: 
1) What are the advantages of joining clubs or organized youth activities? 
2) What are the disadvantages of joining clubs or organized youth activities? 
3) What does 'your own time' mean to you? 
Please write quickly and clearly. 
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Page 3: 
I) Do you learn different things in clubs and youth organizations than you learn in class? Make a list of these 

things below: 
Things You Learn in Clubs Things You Learn in Class 

2) What makes an extracurricular activity in school popular? 
3) What makes an extracurricular activity in school unpopular? 

Page 4: 
I) How can you tell if something is going to be fun? 
2) How can you tell if you are having fun? 
3) What is the hardest part of having fun? 

Page 5: 
I) If you belong to 4-H or another youth organization, what do you have to give up in order to do this? 
2) Some people join clubs but then miss a lot of meetings and activities: Why do you think this happens? 
3) What pressures are there on your time? 
4) How do the pressures on your time change from the school year to the summer? 

Page 6: 
I) What does it mean to be a member of a club? 
2) There are some youth who never join out of school activities. Why do you think this is? 
3) Some people stick with a club for a long time while other people are only interested in a club for a shmt 

time. Why does this happen? 

4) What things could be done to keep people from quitting clubs and organizations? 
Thank you for your help! 
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Appendix B 

FRIENDSHIP 
AND 

LEISURE TIME 

Cover sheet: 
We would like some information about the members of your discussion group. 
Number of students in each grade? 9tb__l0th__l!th __ l2th __ 
Number of females __ 
Number of males __ 
Name of your school or organization ________________________ _ 

Write in the numbers of students in your group who are involved in each of the following activities. 
__ varsity sports __ cheerleader, dance line, color guard 

__ band, orchestra __ student government 
__ school newspaper, yearbook __ debate 
__ other school clubs or activities, please specify __________________ _ 
__ youth or church groups, please specify ____________________ _ 

Instructions for the recorder 
The recorder's job is most important. Without clear, accurate and complete notes of the group discussion it 

is hard to use what you have done. What your group thinks is very important to us. Unless you writing is clear 
and the record is as complete as possible we will not have a good understanding of your opinions. 

The recorder's job is to write down as much as possible of what is being said during the group discussion. 
Don't decide what would be important for us to know about-tell us as much as you can about what people 
said-even jokes are important to write down. 

(Please read this to your group.) 
It is important to remember that in order for your ideas and opinions to be useful, we must be able to read 

about and understand what was said during the discussion. 
The job of the group members will be to talk to us through the comments that the recorder writes down. Try 

to make it easy for the recorder to write down your comments by talking slowly and clearly. But that does not 
mean that your ideas need to be well thought out or carefully worded, although that would help. Also, you 
don't have to agree with each other. In fact, we are just as interested in disagreements. 

Page 1: 
I. If a new student just moved to your school and asked you "What's there to do around here?'' What would 

you say? What suggestions would you make? 
2. Ideally, if you could do anything you wanted with the time you are not at school (afternoons, evenings, 

weekends), what would you do? 
3. What keeps you from spending your out-of-school time the way you'd like to? 
Please take time to get everyone's opinion! 
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Page 2: 
I. What qualities do you look for in a friend of the same sex? 
2. What qualities do you look for in a friend of the opposite sex? 
3. What kind of person do you not want as a friend? 
4. Think back to when you were in junior high school. Did you choose your friends differently then than you 

do now? What are the differences? 
Please write quickly and clearly. 

Page 3: 
I. What is the difference between having a "close" friend and a "casual" friend? 
2. Do you have any adult friends? Please describe who they are-teachers, employers, ministers, coaches, 

your friend's parents, etc, etc. 
3. How does a friendship with an adult differ from a friendship with someone your own age? 
4. Are the qualities you look for in an adult friend the same or different from the qualities you look for in a 

friend your age? 

Page 4: 
I. In what ways do your friends influence you? 
2. What do your friends mean to you? 
3. Students generally tend to make friends with people their own age. This is not always the case, however. 

a. Why do some kids have friends who are mostly younger than they are? 
b. Why do some kids have friends who are mostly older than they are? 

4. Does it get more difficult to make friends the older you get? For example, is it harder to make friends when 
you're in high school than in junior high? Why or why not? 

Page 5: 
I. Do all students in your school feel equally welcome to join school activities like boys' and girls' sports, 

dance line, debate, cheer leading, the school newspaper, etc.? If not, why do certain people feel excluded 
from certain activities? 

2. Some people join organized youth activities outside of school, like Junior Achievement Explorers, 4-H 
church groups, etc. Why do you think they join such activities? 

3. Do students join school activities (like sports, debate, etc.) for the same reasons they join organized 
activities outside of school? What are the differences? 

Page 6: 
1 . What pressures are there on your time? 
2. How to the pressures on your time change from the school 'year to rhe summer? 
3. If you were to become involved in an activity or group outside of school, what kind of things would you 

like to do or learn? · 
4. What kinds of things cause friendships to cool off or end? 
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