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Implications for Cooperative Extension: The results of this study indicate that positive peer relationships based on peer acceptance and friendship can serve as a protective factor for children living in adverse families. Based on these findings it is evident that positive peer relationships, can buffer the effects of family adversities; thus, it is important to provide children with opportunities to build positive peer relationships. Child and adolescent programs such as after school clubs, recreation centers, etc. should emphasize positive peer relationships during their activities. Professionals working with children and adolescents need to remember that peer relationships are often a context of learning skills that are necessary to be competent members of society.
Overview: 

Positive peer relationships play an important role in child development because they may serve as a shield for children exposed to adversity. Prior research has shown that positive peer relationships characterized by intimacy, trust, support, and companionship are associated with better adjustment outcomes. There are two dimensions to positive peer relationships: peer acceptance and friendships. Peer acceptance refers to companionships and feelings of belonging and connection to a larger group. Friendships are defined by intimacy, trust, and support. There were 2 main goals of the present study. First, peer acceptance and friendship were assessed individually and simultaneously to determine whether they moderate the link between early experiences of family adversity and children’s behavior problems. In other words do peer acceptance and friendship determine when early experiences of adversity lead to child behavior problems. Second, the study investigated whether the effects of positive peer relationships were consistent across gender and ethnicity. 
Method:

Sample: The sample was part of the Child Development Project, a multisite, longitudinal study of the socialization factors involved in child development. Assessment 1 consisted of 585 families with children entering kindergarten (52% male, 48% female; 81% European American, 17% African American, 2% other ethnicities; 26% single-parent households). Based on the Hollingshead (1979) Scale the sample was found to be mostly middle class (M=40.4, SD= 14.0). Assessment 2 consisted of 517families (88.4%) were retained (51.9% male, 16.9% ethnic minorities, and an average Hollingshead SES score of 39.78, SD=39.98). 
Measures: Parents were interviewed to measure family life stress. Ecological disadvantage encompassing SES status, family stress, and single-parent status was measured based on parent report. In addition the study considered violent marital conflict based on parent report. Harsh discipline was based on interviewer ratings. Peer acceptance was determined by the like/dislike nominations provided by the children. Friendships were measured by reciprocated “like most” ratings. Behavior outcomes were assessed by peer nominations of aggression. 
Results:
Results indicate that peer acceptance serves as a protector when family adversity (i.e. ecological disadvantage, violent marital conflict, and harsh discipline) is present. Friendship was only found to be a protective factor to children exposed to harsh discipline. In other words, the study found that positive peer relationships can counteract the effects of family adversity. Second, the study found only one gender difference. Results suggest that high levels of friendship were more crucial for girls than boys when evaluating the link between marital violence and externalizing behavior. In other words, girls exposed to violent marital conflict had more positive behavior outcomes when they had high levels of friendships, whereas boys who had high levels of friendships were found to display higher rates of externalizing behaviors when exposed to violent marital conflict. There was only one slight difference between ethnicities: friendship was a buffer for European Americans but not African Americans when examining the link between harsh discipline and externalizing behavior. 
Discussion:
The most significant finding in this study was that positive peer relationships serve as a protective factor for children exposed to family adversity. The findings indicated that the link between family adversity (i.e., ecological risk, marital conflict, harsh discipline) and child aggression was significant for children with poor peer relationships. However, this association was not significant among children with high levels of positive peer relationships. In other words, family adversity did not influence child adjustment when children had a lot of friends and were popular in their peer group. One explanation for this finding is the possibility that different relationships fulfill different needs, and when needs are not being met in one relationship such as the parent-child another relationship such as the peer relationship may fill the void. A second explanation is that positive peer relationships may function as a form of “behavioral intervention” benefitting children and parents. For children the positive peer experiences may counteract the adverse experiences. For parents opportunities to network with other parents may arise fostering opportunities to learn better discipline strategies or conflict resolution skills. A third possibility is that the school context will be a positive experience for children since that is where a great deal of their peer interactions occur; thus, decreasing social deviance.  
Finally, the findings indicated that overall peer relationships were significant after controlling for gender and ethnicity. However, findings indicated that friendship served as a buffer for girls but not boys. One possible explanation for this is that the friends of girls were less aggressive than the friends of boys. Parents are one of two main models for children. If parents engage in aggressive conflicts, the need for friends who are not aggressive is greater, as friends are the other model for children to learn behaviors from. 









