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Abstract

Peer groups play an irreplaceable role in the process of young people’s socia-
lization. With the help of Peer groups, ideological and political education can
achieve twice the result with half the effort. Peer groups have significant cha-
racteristics in the formation mechanism, internal relations, cultural characte-
ristics and core strength, which determines the function of satisfying the in-
dividual’s inner sense of belonging and identity, influencing the values and
behaviors of group members by inducing conformity behavior, and carrying
out ideological education by example in a subtle way. Ideological and political
educators in colleges should treat peer groups rationally, pay attention to
training informal leaders, check peer group culture, and promote horizontal
communication among peer groups, so as to make peer groups into a sharp
tool for ideological and political education.
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1. Introduction

Peer groups exist widely among young people. It is an important process and
place for young people to change from the family center to the social center, and
plays an irreplaceable role in the socialization of young people. It is no exaggera-
tion to say that the influence of peer groups on the growth of young people is no
less than that of parents and teachers, and even ranks first among some young
people (Chen, 2006). However, this social group with deep potential education
value has been ignored to a certain extent. Since the major and discipline of
ideological and political education were officially established in colleges in 1984,

researchers have attached great importance to the study of ideological and polit-
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ical education, but their attention has mostly focused on the three main subjects
of colleges, society and families, while few researches centering on peer groups.
In order to give full play to the positive role in ideological and political educa-
tion in colleges, it is worth studying the connotation and characteristics of peer
groups, and analyzing their function and application in ideological and political
education in colleges. We firmly believe that the application of peer groups will

well improve the effectiveness of ideological and political education in colleges.

2. Connotation and Characteristics of Peer Groups

From a sociological perspective, a peer group is defined as “a group of people of
roughly similar social status and usually of similar age” (Cao & Wu, 2019). Spe-
cifically, it refers to an informal group composed of people who are similar in
age and status, have roughly the same hobbies, values and behaviors, and often
interact with each other. Generally speaking, peer groups have typical group
characteristics in four aspects: formation mechanism, internal relations, cultural

characteristics and core strength. Next, this article will discuss one by one.

2.1. From the Perspective of Formation Mechanism, Peer Groups
are Informal Groups Formed Spontaneously

The formation of peer groups is not forced by school or family, but the product
of the free combination of young people according to their own will. The same
interests, values, upbringing, and even a common dislike can become the bonds
that form a group. At the same time, as a spontaneous and informal group, peer
groups do not have strict criteria, procedures and rules for membership (Tan,
2012), and the admission and release of members are more arbitrary, and mem-
bers have the freedom to join in and withdraw at any time. In terms of identifi-
cation, peer groups do not have a unified identity, but mainly rely on the rela-

tionship and activities between members.

2.2. From the Perspective of Internal Relations, Individuals Are
Equal and Closely Connected with Each Other

Although there are some differences in the ability, personality and family back-
ground, there is no such situation as “ranking by generation” in peer groups. On
the contrary, the members interact with each other based on equality (Meng,
2011). It is precisely this kind of equal and harmonious atmosphere that stimu-
lates individual’s inner sense of belonging and identity, meeting their emotional
and psychological needs. As a result, the peer group is endowed with a higher
existence value. In order to continuously obtain this sense of identity and be-
longing, members will naturally have an internal psychological tendency to

maintain the group, and then form a close unity.

2.3. From the Perspective of Cultural Characteristics, Each Peer
Group Has Its Own Unique Group Culture

Culture is the characteristic that sets one group apart from another. To some ex-
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tent, we can also view group culture as the values or behavioral norms com-
monly upheld by a certain group. The formation of group culture is a process of
dynamic accumulation of consensus: based on common habits and attitudes,
members further gather consensus through frequent and free communication
activities, and then integrate into their own group culture. There are various
forms and diverse contents of group culture. For example, the culture of some
groups is the members’ common standards of likes and dislikes, or similarities in
language wording or dressing (Zhao & Zheng, 2018), and some are similar in
dress. In view of the personality differences of group members, peer group cul-
ture has strong and weak points. For example, some group members tend to have
a strong sense of existence, which will form a distinct and strong group culture;
Some group members prefer to be silent and low-key, and the group culture is so
hidden that even the members don’t realize they have a unique culture. Howev-
er, regardless of whether the group culture is strong or weak, once formed, its
appeal and binding force will gradually increase. Through different group cul-
tures, we can also interpret and judge the characteristics of a certain peer group.

2.4.In Terms of Core Strength, Each Peer Group Generally Has an
Informal Leader

In a peer group, there is often a leader-like figure. Of course, this so-called leader
is neither elected nor appointed, but is naturally formed because of his out-
standing ability and is respected by other members, and we can call it an infor-
mal leader. Compared with other members, informal leaders have the following
characteristics: outstanding ability and highly supported; have a greater say in
group decision-making; be good at observing and adjusting the group atmos-
phere; able to protect the interests of group members. Informal leaders have a
strong guiding function within groups, which determines potential application

value in ideological and political education in colleges.

3. The Function of Peer Groups in Ideological and Political
Education in Colleges

When carrying out ideological and political education, colleges may take some
mandatory measures to achieve ideal teaching goals, which cause students’ aver-
sion and weaken the effect of education. Entirely different, general characteris-
tics of peer groups determines that it is on the basis of equal relationship that the
members of the peer group communicate with each other, which is beneficial to
carry out deep-level communication and is easier to generate physical and men-
tal pleasure and ideological resonance. Therefore, the role of peer groups in
ideological and political education in colleges should not be underestimated, but

worth digging deeply.

3.1. Meet the Individual’s Inner Sense of Belonging and Identity,
and Keep Individuals in a Good Mental State for Education

The inner sense of belonging and identity are very important psychological basis
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in the process of young people’s growth. Far from parents and hometown, col-
lege students are exposed to unfamiliar environments and new interpersonal re-
lationships, so they urgently need the recognition and support of new groups.
The peer group formed spontaneously based on commonality has become the
first choice of many college students. Common hobbies and growth experiences
can stimulate emotional identification and psychological dependence among
members, and then satisfy individual’s inner sense of belonging and identity
(Wu & Zhang, 2019; Chen, 2014), keeping individuals in a good physical and
mental state, so that to lay a good psychological foundation for receiving ideo-

logical and political education.

3.2. Influence Group Members’ Values and Behaviors by Inducing
Conformity Behavior

In the context of legal negligence, conformity is a universal psychological phe-
nomenon and behavior pattern. It means that individuals are guided or pres-
sured by the group to give up their own opinions and conform to the majority to
avoid punishment. Conformity is an important way to transmit interpersonal in-
fluence within the peer group. In order to gain the acceptance and recognition of
the group, individuals must show themselves in line with the group’s characte-
ristics, and this depersonalization in turn, reinforces group commonality. With
the close communication of members within the group, conformity behavior is
constantly strengthened, and the influence of peer groups on individual values
and behaviors is gradually deepened, and there may even be a phenomenon that
the influence of peer group is far more than that of school and family. It is worth
noting that the influence of peer groups on individuals is dual, there are both
positive guidance and negative penetration. Therefore, ideological and political
educators in colleges should strengthen guidance and dig deep into the positive

effects of peer groups to help individuals build good moral character.

3.3. The Role Models in the Peer Group Imperceptibly Carry out
Ideological and Political Education

According to Bandura’s social learning theory, human learning can be divided
into two types: participatory learning and alternative learning. The latter refers to
learning by observing and imitating others’ behavior. There is no doubt that role
models, as positive objects of alternative learning, have very important thought-
leading value. Role models in peer groups mostly play a role in the form of implicit
education, that is, other members receive education unconsciously by observing
the externalized role model behavior naturally and without obvious interaction,
and the change of ideological values also occurs subtly. A good example can give
full play to the exemplary role of leading, driving members to the overall good.

4. The Path of Ideological and Political Education with the
Help of Peer Groups

M. Mead, an American social psychologist, believes that in modern society, most
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of the learning of the younger or older generation takes place among peers, and
the influence of the peer group is even great enough to change the traditional
way of cultural transmission (Zhang, 2019). Therefore, carrying out ideological
and political education with the help of peer groups can not only help to win
more subject power on the basis of family, school and society, but also improve

the effectiveness of ideological and political education (Yun & Pang, 2022).

4.1. Take a Rational View of Peer Groups, and Lay a Good
Foundation for Ideological and Political Education

It is an indisputable fact that peer groups exist widely among young people and
play an important role in the young’s socialization. In order to carry out ideo-
logical and political education with the help of peer groups, we must take a ra-
tional attitude and accept it positively, but not regard it as a “clique” or even de-
ny and attack it. Ideological and political educators in colleges must show re-
spect and support for peer groups with a friendly and trusting attitude, so as to
establish a good interactive relationship with group members, especially infor-
mal leaders. Then try to find out their group culture, development goals, activity
planning and so on, and give timely guidance and help, such as assisting them to
carry out group activities. Thus, we can establish a good relationship of mutual
trust with peer groups and lay a foundation for ideological and political educa-
tion (Sun et al., 2015).

4.2. Pay Attention to Training Informal Leaders and Strengthen
the Power of Example Demonstration

Informal leaders play a strong guiding role in peer groups and are an important
starting point for carrying out ideological and political education with the help
of peer groups. By doing a good job of informal leaders, we get to the heart of
the problem (Zou & Song, 2023). Colleges should attach importance to cultivat-
ing informal leaders, give them the opportunity and space to fully display their
talents, and enhance their leading role to group members by strengthening the
power of example demonstration. For example, colleges can “assign heavy re-
sponsibilities” according to the personal strengths of informal leaders, and real-
ize the change from informal leaders to formal leaders, so as to temper their de-
termination and responsibility of “in their position, seeking their own govern-
ment”. In this way, when he returns to the peer group, he can guide the mem-
bers to instil positive change with a higher profile and a stronger sense of re-

sponsibility.

4.3. Check Peer Group Culture and Promote the Integration of
Ideological and Political Education with Group Culture

Once the peer group culture is formed, its appeal and influence on members
tend to be strong. A good grasp of peer group culture means to seize the spiritual
bond that gathers group strength (Liu, 2021). In view of the good and bad of

peer group culture, ideological and political educators in colleges must find out
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the form and content of peer group culture, eliminate the dross and retain the
essence. At the same time, in order to give full play to the educational power of
peer group culture, we must try to combine it with ideological and political edu-
cation. For example, the ideal and belief education is combined with the peer
group culture, so that the group members can unconsciously accept education of
the ideal and belief. Of course, since many ideological and political educators
have no experience in managing student bodies, this integration may not be

easy, but it is worth trying.

4.4. Promote Horizontal Communication among Peer Groups and
Alleviate the Effect of Closing Tendency

The peer group effect has a dual nature, there are both positive and negative as-
pects. The tendency of closure is one form of negative effect. After the formation
of peer groups, it is easy to produce a closed tendency, which leads to adverse
effects. For example, it is easy to urge individuals to blindly comply with the will
and norms of Clique, which will form a bad atmosphere and guide the wrong
value orientation over time. Another example is that internal activities in a
closed environment for a long time can lead to a gradual weakening of individu-
al role consciousness, and even the phenomenon of detachment from formal
groups. In this regard, ideological and political educators in colleges should ac-
tively pay good attention, strengthen guidance, and promote horizontal com-
munication among peer groups as a bridge, so as to promote open mutual apprec-
iation and learning among peer groups. Finally realize the overall leap-forward

development of each peer group (Wang, 2019).

5. Conclusion

As an important platform and place in the socialization process of young people,
peer groups are the primary choice for many college students to seek inner sense
of belonging and identity. Carrying out ideological and political education with
the help of peer groups is an important direction to improve the effectiveness of
education. In view of the uncertainty of peer group effect, it may have the con-
sequences of magnifying, counterbalancing or even subverting ideological and
political education. This requires ideological and political educators in colleges
to pay more attention to and guide the peer groups, so as to give full play to the
positive effects of peer groups, and add ways to enhance the effectiveness of

ideological and political education.
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