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The role of peer relationships in supporiing or hindering adolescenis’ ralent de-
velopment has received lintle research antention, despite the imporiance of peers
in adolescents’ lives. We conducted semi-structured in-depth interviews with 41
adolescents talented in sports or the arts, and their parents, to investigate (a) the
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role of peer relarionships in adolescents” continued imvolvement in their talent
activities, (b} possible differences in this role by activity domain, and (c} possi-
ble gender differences. Thematic analysis indicated that peers typically plaved a
positive function in supporting the continued ivolvement of talented adolescents
in their talent activities. There were differences in opportunities Sor peer relarion-
ships and social sarisfaction between in-school and out-of school activities, but
noi between activity domains. Both males and females mentioned equally social
benefits of sucl involvement. However, females mentioned receiving negative peer
attention more frequently than males, and more often cited social dissatisfaction
as a significant contributor to decreased involvement or qrirting.

INTRODUCTION

Watching displays of talented athletes, artists, musicians, or dancers, it is
apparent that those individuals have committed considerable time and energy o
developing their talent. Talent development requires high levels of practice and
commitment, and decisions about the level of one’s commitment are often made
during adolescence (Csikszentmihalyi, Rathunde. and Whalen, 1993: Fredricks
et al., 1997). Only some adolescents who show indications of promise, however,
choose 1o respond to the need for increased effort and commitment in order to
develop their talent. whereas others elect to maintain invalvement at lower lev-
els or quit altogether. What factors support or hinder the commitment to talent
develapment of adolescents who have exhibited early talent and high levels of
invotvement as children?

Adolescents™ decisions about commitment to their talent activities appear to
berelated less to their actual level of competence or abifity, and more 1o individuals’
motvational characteristics (Csikszentmihalyi er af | 1993; Fredricks ef af., 1997),
Inoutlining needed directions for future research reparding the development of tal-
ent, Horowitz and O Brien (1986) called for studies that consider motivational and
soctalization factors that nurture and maintain talent. Motivational characteristics
that have been investigated include adolescents” reports of their undivided interest
or “flow™ while engaged in their talent activities (Csikszentmihalyi er al, 1993,
Rathunde and Csikszentmihalyt, 1993), their experiences Of enjoyment and fun
(Scanlan, Carpenter. Label, and Sunons, 1993; Scandan, Stein, and Ravizza, 1989,
Weiss and Petlichkoff. 1989}, und the perceived value of the activities (Barber
and Becles, 1997, Eccles and Barber. 1999; Fredricks ef af . 1957, With regard to
socializing apents. talented children’s and adolescents’ commitment to developing
their talent has been associated with featares of the family and home environment
{(Bloom, 1085; Cuikszentmihalyi ef af |, 1993; Monsaas and Engelhard, 1990), and
with other adult tigures such as coaches, teachers, and mentors (Bloom, 1985:
Csikszentmihalyi er al., 1993; Scanlan e al., 1997 Weics and Petlichkoff, 1989).

One group that is particularly important o adolescents s peers.
(‘siksz{:mmihuiyi and his colleagues (1993) found that adolescents who were
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talented in eather academic or nonacademic activitics spent less time with their
friends than did nontalented adolescents. Research that has investigated sports par-
ticipation has found that peers play an important role in influencing children’s and
adolescents’ participation in sports activities (Duncan, 1993; Kunesh, Hasbrook,
and Lewthwaite, 1992; Scanlan er al., 1993; Weiss, Smith, and Theeboom, 1996).
However, it is unclear to what extent those findings relate specifically to talented
adolescents. Furthermore, because there has been little research about peer refa-
tienships and adolescents” commitment to talent development within the arts, it is
not known il peers play a similuar role as in sports. In the current study, we used
in-depth interviews with adolescents alented in sports or the arts, and their parents,
to examine the rofte of peer relationships with respéct to adolescents’ commitment
to their talent. Additionally. we added to previous research by considering passible
domain differences and gender differences regarding the role of peer relationships
for continued involvement.

When investigating talent, there s always an issue of subject selection, or
how talented the individuals must be for inclusion in studies. There have been a
few studies of exceptionally talented individuals, such as the Olympic swimmers.,
concert pranists, and world-famous sculptors in Bloom's (1983) study, as well
as Feldman's (1986) research of ¢hild prodigies. However, of the many talented
dolescents who appear fo have the potential to become exceptionally successful
in their talent activity. very few ever do. Further, those who becnae successful
as adults are not always those who were considered the most talented children
or adolescents (Usikszentmihalyt o7 af., 1993, Therefore, in addition {0 research
focused on those exceedingly precocious and successtul individuals, there is a need
for researchers to investigate fuctors that influence the continued involvement of
the fur greater numbier of individuals who would be thought of more generaily
as talented. In the current study, we focused on adolescents who, during middle
childhood and early adolescence, viewed themselves and were viewed by others
as being among the best and most involved of their agemates in at least one activity |
within sports of the arts, However, we expect that very few, 1f any, will achieve
the prominence that would have been necessary for inclusion in Bloom's (1985)
or Feldman's (Y80} research.

The first issue we investigated involved the role that peers play with regard
t supporting or undermining talented adolescents’ commitment to, and involve-
ment in, their talent activities. There are many reasens fo suggest that peer rela-
tionships may be important o adolescents” dectstons about the extent 1 which
they continue to invest their time and energies in such activities. Peer relation-
ships take on special significance during adolescence, compared to earher pe-
riods of development (Berndt, 1982 Hartup, 1993; Suvin-Witliams and Berndt,
1990). Duning adoleseence. the peer group becomes more salient and important
tr adolescents, and their social roles end relationships both within the family and
within peer networks typically become redetined (Savin-Williams and Berndt,
19903
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With adolescence comes an increase in the time spent with peers, which
may influence the time that adolescents have for pursuing their talent. Adoles-
cents in Western countries reportt that they spend more time with their peers than
with family members or on their own, which represents a significant develop-
mental change compared to pre-adolescence {Csikszentmihalvi and Larson, 1984:
Savin-Williams and Berndt, 19903, If talented adolescents spend a greater pro-
portion of their time with peers, their time available for pursuing talent activities
may be constrained. Conversely, those adolescents who choose to increase their
commitment to their talent activities may find they have less opportunity for in-
vesting tn social relationships. Csikszentmihalyi and his colleagues (1993) found
that talented adolescents spent significantly less time socializing with peers, in-
cluding talking to and going out with friends and attending parties, than their less
talented peers. The increased time commitment needed for ralent development,
coupled with the increased desire for peer relationships that is typical during ado-
fescence. has led Csikszentmihalyi {(Csikszentmihalyi ef al.. 1993; Whalen and
Csikszentmihalyi, 1989) to argue that adolescence is a time of potential conflict
between the necessary conditions for talent development versus maintaining satis-
fying peer relationships, and to speculate that talented adolescents’ concerns about
their peer group may nterfere with the dedication necessary for continued talent
development.

In addition to influencing time use, peers may affect talented adolescents’
decisions about their involvement in talent activities through the kind and amount
of social support they provide. Adolescents report that they turn increasingly to
their peers for social suppart as they move into, and through, adolescence (Berndt,
1982: Buhrmester and Furman, 1987; Furman and Buhrmester, 9023, 0t seems
reasonable that perceived peer support for continuing with their talent activities
would be a factor contributing to adolescents’ commitment (o that talent,

Another reason why adolescents’ relationships with peers may be associated
with their commitment to their talent is related to the link between identity percep-
tions and peer retationships. Adolescents’ developing perceptions of themselves—
who they are and what they are good and not good at. are expected to contribute
to thexr activity involvement and commitment. Peers can influence adolescents’
perceptions of wentity through the messages they explicitly and implicitly convey.
Intimate disclosures between peers are a feature of adolescent friendships {Berndt,
1982 Buhrmester and Furman, 1987). Adolescents report that they can most “be
themselves™ when they are with their peers (Savin-Williams and Berndt, 1000y,
The pooled apprinsals of tmportant others, including agemates, become HCOro-
rated into adolescents” self-image- -a process that bas been called the looking
ghass selt (Cooley, 1902, 1n Harter, 1990), Through such disclosures and honest
feedback, adolescents can encourage or discourage others’ commitment to talent
activities because peer evaluation can affect one’s sense of self-worth and self-
esteem (' Brien and Bierman, [988).
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Another way that peers can contribute to adolescents” identity development
is through the provision of opportunities for social comparison; peers can function
to gaccentuate adolescents’ individuality and assist them in differentiating their
own wentity from those of others around them (Harter, 1990; Savin-Williams
and Berndt, 1990). Such social comparison may also contribute w adolescents’
commitment o talent activities,

Further indications zhout the importance of investigating associations be-
tween talented adolescents” peer relationships and continued motivation for their
talent activity can be found n research in academic activities. Within educational
psychology. there has been increasing recognition of the importance of peers with
respect to children’s and adolescents’ motivation for academics {see Juvonen and
Wentzel, 1996). Other researchers (e.p.. Baumeister and Leary, 1995) who have
investigated individuals” more general, fundamental motivating forces have con-
cluded that a strong and probably under-acknowledged motivating force within
humans is their desire for close, interpersonal attachments and feelings of belong-
ing socially. For adolescents, the peer group would most likely be a significant
target of such social goals or desires.

In summary, peer relanonships are expected ¢ be associated with adotes-
cenis” commitment to developing their talent, because they have been found (o
be refated 1o adolescents’ use of hime. percerved social support, and identity e
velopment. Further, forming and maintaning satisfyving social relationships is a
signtficant motivational poal that is likely 1o be partcularly important to adoles-
cents. Extant literature has identified both possible positive and negative paths of
peer imfluence. With respect to talent development. peers may encourage and sup-
port commitment through such means ax enhancing adolescents™ ciyuyment of the
activity and holstering their talent-refated seif-concent, but peers may also detract
from commitment by distracting thewr focus.

The second issue we addressed was whether the role of adolescents’ peer
relationships differed with respect to the type of domain in which they were in-
valved. There has been only a little comparison of talented individuals across
ditferent activities (e.g.. Bloom, 1983). However, Whalen and Csikszentmihalyi
(1989} suggested that relations between adotescents™ talent and their self-image
may vary across different domains. At present, comparisons across domains are
difficult, becuuse so little research has addressed the role of peers cutside of sports
and academics. Althouph the study by Csikszentmihalyi and his colleagues (1903)
included adolescents who were talented in nonacademic activities (vocal ot instru-
mental musie, athletics, art), they did not report many of the indings separately
by domain (e g, athletics compared ty musicy, nor did they distinguish them from
those gathered from adolescents who were fulented 18 academic {mathematics,
science} activities. Therefore. it is not clear whether there are differences between
adolescents in academic versus nongcademic activities, or differences among vari-
ous nonacademic activities. Because there has been very little research addressing
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the assocration between adolescents” peer relationships and involvement in the
arts, this investigation was considered exploratory and no hypotheses about do-
main differences were made.

The third issue we considered was gender. Although there has been little re-
search directly investigating frieadships and activity participation separately for
males and females. there is considerable evidence that adolescents” friendships and
perceptions of their peer relationships differ by gender. In particular, female ado-
lescents” peer relationships are characterized by greater intimacy (Berndt, 1982;
Clark-Lempers, Lempers, and Ho. 1991), and by smaller and more exclusive peer
groups, than males’ (Berndt, 1982). Further, female adolescents on average value
social relationships to a greater extent than do males (Eccles, 1985; Eccles and
Harold, 1992). If peers do influence adolescents’ commitment to their talent, then
gender-based differences in the nature of peer relationships, and their perceived
value, may contribute to differential relations between talent development and
peers for males and females.

PURPOSE

In summary. we investigated: (a) the role of peer relationships with respect
10 adolescents” continued involvement in one or more fields of talent (sports,
music. drama, dance. art}, (b) possible differences in this role by activity domain,
and {¢) possible gender differences, The adolescents were not child prodigies,
but comprised a group from a large longitudinal study who were perceived tby
themselves and by others) as being the most competent. involved, and interested
in spurts or the arts.

We used a qualitative approach to examine adolescents’ and parents’ reports
of associations between peer relationships and their continued involvement in
talent activities. Specifically, using semi-structured, in-depth interviews allowed
us 1o explore how the participants themselves viewed relations between social
refationships and activity involvement, rather than have responses constrained to
previously derived categories,

METHOD
Participants
Participants were 41 adolescents (15 male, 26 femaie) in grades 9. 10, and 12
(approximately equal numbers from each grade), and their parents. Afi adolescents

vere talented in at least one nonacademic domain. such as sports, instrumental
music, singing, drama, dance, and art. Of the participants, 24 were involved in a
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single domain, whereas 17 pursued more than one talent domain (e.g., choir and _
sports). Twenty-seven of the adolescents pursued sports activities (e.g., football,
soccer, basketball, gymnastics); 12 were talented in instrumental music (e.g., piano.
violin, guitar, trampet); 9 sang in achoir; 6 were involved in dance; 5 were in drama:
and 2 were involved in art. The adolescents were all European American and came
trom middle-class socioeconomic backgrounds in southeastern Michigan.

The adolescents in the current study were selected from 8§73 participants in
an ongoing larger loagitudinal study about activity choeice in childhood and ado-
lescence (Eccles, Blumenfeld, Harold, and Wigfield, 1990). The participants of
this larger sample were also almost all European American and from middle-class
backgrounds. We used a number of indicators to identify the talented adolescents,
including parent, teacher, and self-ratings of the adolescents’ competence, per-
ceived value, and time spent per week engaged in their talent activity. First, we
used survey data collected in 1989 and 1990 (when the participants were in el-
ementary school} on ali 873 participants to create separate composile measures
of perceived competence, value, and time involvement in a nonacademic domain.
These three composites were then used to identify adolescents who were perceived
(hy themselves and by parents and teachers) as being highly competent (7 on a
7-point scale) in at least one nonacademic domain, who valued that domain very
highly (7 on a 7-point scale), and who spent considerable time (from self- or
parental report} involved in that activity (more than § hours per week in music or
more than 7 hours per week in sports). Of these participants, we then identified
those who had maintained their high levels of competence, value, and involvement
in adolescence by examining information obtained hoth through telephone inter-
views with parents and survey data collected from the students in 19941995, We
also wdentified those who had recently quit their activity but who met our definition
for talent and high involvement in middle childhood, in order to interview them
about this decision.

Through the initial identification procedure we identified 65 adolescents as
being talented. However, 6 were excluded from the sample because they had moved
out of the geographic region. OF the remaining 59 adolescents and their families,
50 agreed to participate. An additional 8 families (of the consenting 50} were
not interviewed because a mutually apreeable time for conducting the interviews
could not be found within the research time frame. Further, one set of interviews
was excluded trom analysis because of technieal difficulties with the audiotapes, -
leaving a hnal sample of 31 wdolescents and 41 pagents.

Interview Protocol

We conducted semi-structured. in-depth interviews to prompt discussion
about each adolescent’s involvement in his or her activity from childhood to
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adolescence. The interviewers followed a protocol of questions but jet the par-
ticipants answer the questions in an open-ended manner.” The interviews for the
adolescents and their parents were comparable, with the exception of asking the
adolescents more detailed questions regarding their feelings about their involve-
ment in their activity. The questions were organized around a number of areas,
including: (a) the adolescent’s history of involvement and accomplishment in the
talent activity; (b) the adolescent’s hopes and plans for the future, both in general
and for the talent activity; (¢) impact of the talent activity on other areas of life,
such as school, peer relationships, and family relationships; and. (d) the impact
and importance of significant others, such as family members, coaches/teachers,
and peers, on involvement in the talent activity. The foltowing is an extract about
social relationships from the adolescent interview:

Canr you tell me which people in your life are most important for your participaticn in
tactivity|. Who are they?

MNow, what about people who have caused you stress or made things difficult for you to
partcipate in {activityl. Who are they?

Now think about your relmtionships with these people and your involvement in [activity}.

Do they influence or sffect your Involvement in [activity ], and does your invelvement affect

them”

In respoading o comments, interviewers used both clarification probes
("What do you mean by...7") and elaboration probes (“Can you give me an
example of ... ") throughout the interviews to increase the clarity and richness
of the responses. Therefore, interviewers encouraged adolescents to describe their
experiences and perceptions regarding involvement. but did not ask any leading
questions. such as asking directly whether or not participation helped them make
friends. In instances where adolescents were involved in more than one activity or
domain, the same guestions were asked about each activity scparately. The par-

ticipants were invited to make additional comments or ask questions at the end of

the interview,

Procedure

Before beginning, interviewers attended two day-tong sessions on conduct-
ing semi-structured iterviews given by rescarchers expericnced in this method.
These sessions covered such topics as establishing rapport, effective communi-
cation fechnigues. specitic strategies for eliciting responses, and ethical issues.
Interviewers then conducted and tape-recorded practice interviews for subsequemnt
feedback from the workshop leaders.

Each adolescent’s family was contacted by phone and informed that the ado-
tescent had been identified from previously comptleted surveys as being one of the

A copy of the interview protocol is avaitable on reguest from the first author,
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mast highly involved in their activity. The parent was asked whether both t.hcy and
their adolescent would agree to a paid interview about the adolescent’s mvoiyel—
ment in the talent activity. Arrangements were made for the interviewer to visit
the family’s home at a time convenient to both the adolescent and parent.

Individual semi-structured interviews were conducted with the adolescent
and with one parent {typically the mother) in their home by one of five female
interviewers during the fall and winter of 19931996, Participants were assured
that their responses would be kept confidential, that they did not need to answer
any questions they would rather not, and that olf identifying characicristicg would
be altered before the findings were reported.® Participants were also given an
opportunity to ask questions. Written consent was obtained from all partic%pams‘
before the interviews commenced, and participants were paid” on completion of
their interview. Each interview lasted from one to one-and-a-half hours, was audio-
taped, and was subsequently transcribed and unalyzed.

Anpalysis Overview

Data analysis involved induction, deduction. and verification techniques
{Miles and Huberman, 1994). At ail stages of the analysis, we met weekly or
biweekly to discuss emerging themes and reach consensus bef@re_procgedmg to
the next phase. After completing the interviews, each interviewer first listened to
the audiotapes of the interviews she conducted and wrote a structured summary
of the main issues for each case. We discussed those summaries over a number_
of weeks, and generated a list of dominant themes. Next, we developed a hst of
codes from these common themes {e.g., social benefits, social costs, social sup-
port, competition, enjoyment). Each interview was then transcribed and we coded
them using HyperReseurch (Hesse-Biber, Kinder, Dupis, Dupis, and Tornabene.
1994 )—a computer program for coding qualitative data—with the previously gen-
erated codes. We coded each transcript in alternating teams of two so that we could
discuss immediately which code to use and why, When a disagreement arose, the
entire team met 1o discuss the meaning of the theme and to reach an agreement on
which code 1 use.

In the next phase of analysis we examined printed reports of codes from
HyperResearch, Gur eritesia for considering a theme to be associated wi;h an
mdividual was if the assoctated code was used ar feast once for a case. Oiven
the interview guestions were of a generil and open-ended pature. we Ctmﬁsderfed
the mentioning of an issue even once to be significant evidence. We looked for

FAN wentifying features, including names of participants, their schools, and their districts have been
altered to protect the participams’ confidentiabty

*The adolescent was paid $10 and the parent was paid $15 for the interview The difference in payment
wis because we had also recently colfected sorveys and hud paid the adoleseent § I{JAand the parent
%5 for completing the survey. Therefore, the total paid 10 each participant wis 320 for both survey
and interview
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commonalties and differences among the adolescents for each code, taking into
account whether or not they were still involved in the activity, their plans for
the immediate future, the activity type, and their gender. The reports were then
exchanged with another team member to verify conclusions. Finally, the group
came back together to share ideas and reach consensus about emerging themes
and how they fit together,

RESULTS

Thematic analysis of the interviews indicated that peer relationships were
particularly salient, and played an important role in adolescents’ continuing in-
volvement in, and commitment to, their talent. This was considered noteworthy
because. as indicated, the participants were asked only general, nonfeading ques-
tions to allow them to express what was most important (o their involvement in
the activities, and specific associations were not suggested. Two general themes
were mentioned frequently by both the adolescents and their parents: () percep-
tions of social benefits and negative attention accrued through involvement in a
talent area, and (b) satisfaction in peer relationships as supporting or undermining
adolescents” comantment to their talent. We present these themes in the following
sections, with totals (and percentages) of the number of adolescents who made
each comment and examples taken from the interviews. Within each theme we
also present results of our investigations into potential differences by activity type
and gender,

Perceived Social Benefits and Negative Attention Accrued
Through Involvement

One of the most consistent themes involved the social benefits adolescents
perceived as accruing from their involvement in the falent activities. Over half the
adolescents (23, 56%) told us their involvement provided a significant opportunity
to make friends. In particular, they reported that their involvement increased the
extent to which they came into contact with different peers and ted to an increase in
the number of friends that they had. This appeared to be viewed as a considerable
benefit, and one that was valued widely across all of the domains. For example,
adolescents told us:

I played three sports so it was easy 1o make new friends {Femule, 10th grade, soccer)

[Drrama} let me be with more people and do more group activities, parsties, you know, friends.
{ Male. 10th grade, drama)

People who aren’t on fa team}—f dor't think they have as many friends, as people who do
getinvolved ( Female, 9th grade. swimming)
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Further, over one-third of the adolescents {15, 37%) told us that activity
involvement enhanced their social skills and confidence in refating to peers, For
example, adolescents said:

it just enhanced my people skills and gave me a better sense of belonging. {Maie, [2th
grade, drama}

Through dance, just stuff that I've done just makes me not shy any more. It's like I'm not
afraid of people. { Female, 10th grade, dance)

Involvement in some activities also provided opportunities for adolescents
to have contact with, and perhaps become friends with, students from different
grades than themselves. This was seen as particularly advantageous for younger
students, who would not otherwise have come into contact with oider, higher status
students in the typically grade-segregated high school environment. With regard to
high school sports, extremnely talented adolescents could be selected for the varsity
team as freshmen or sophomores and thus play alongside older teammates. In
schooi band, orchestra, choir, and drama groups, however, adolescents at all levels
of competence were grouped together aceoss grade levels. Eight (209%) participants
spoke of these cross-grade groupings as being beneficial:

Cheir's helped me a lot The fact that when | was a freshman 1 knew three other classes
worth of people So T knew sentors and junzors and sophomores. {Male, 12¢h grade, choir)

And a couple of these kids on this team we sophomeores. They're older, and | think it's
helped her kind of o Htde 1w get to know more older kids and just to kave more connections
with school, which will gyve her confidence. {Mother of femate, 9th grade, soccer)

However, one talented soccer player and her mother independently indicated
that talent involvement with considerably older peers may not always be desirable.
The adolescent had been the only juntor high school student on a soccer team of
high school girls. Her mother said:

Kuthryn was on ateam of kids whe were much older Fdon't think she felt ike she really

fit in-——well, beeause the kids were odder. 1t wasa 't that she wisa’t making any Jriends, but
there was no real congection, (Mother of female h grade, soccer)

The adolescent noted she became much happier when she transferred to an equally
competitive team of young women her own age. Her mother concurred, saying that
now “athlencs is the social past of her life.” The difterence between this case, and
the others who saw across-grade grouping as bencticial, may be thui she was the
only person among & group of older adolescents, rather than there being others
similar tn age to herself,

In addition to paining a more extensive social network, more than half of
the adolescerts {23, 57% ) commented on the intensive nature of friendships that
were formed with others within the activities. They described their relationships
as having a speciad sense of intimacy and feflowship-—a stronger bond than other
friendships.
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Hamiiton Players Group at my schoot is like a family. Everybody is there for everybody.
I's iike a real close group. (Male, 12th grade, drama)

The hest experiences were heing with the kids every single day, and that's why I miss it {i.e..
the summer symphony program} so much. You're with these kids for three months every
single day, practically, except for two weeks. ..l was 3 baading experience. (Female, 12th
grade, viotin}

She has made some closer connections o these kids {on soccer team). 1 think that's kind
of & more of 2 family fecling for her. . Because they'te very intimate and really invelved.
You know, they play together week after week afier week. and they shove up against each
other {Maother of female, 91 grade, soccer)

However, those positive social benefits were not experienced by all of the
talented adofescents. Three females in the arts discussed how they were viewed
as strange and different by their school peers, largely because of their passion and
talent for their activity. These three were among the most competent and invested
adolescents of all those interviewed. One of them, a 12th grade violinist, told us
that her achievements in music were not generally respected by her peers at school,
many of whom called her an “orch dork™ Reciprocaily, she expressed little regard
for her peers in the school orchestra:

The kids in the school orchestra-——they don't care ahout it They do it because they think
i's going w he an easy grade and they don't really care. They don't practice. They dan't
know anything. { Female. 124 grade, violiny

She did. however, find a satistying peer group in the youth symphony she plaved in:

T have somwe really good fricads in the youth symphaony that play. When 1 toused Furope
Pomade o Lot of pood fricmds and they ol played the violis and different instruments. | get
along well with people who love music ... 11's a good bond between people. You're hath,
like, on the same level, you have something in common right away. S0 1 found that 1 relate
better with people who have set standards in music for themselves.

It may be important for adolescents to find a social group of peers whose
values and attitudes regarding the activity are consistent with their own; particularty
talented and passionate adolescents may draw their social network from more select
places than school orchestras or sports teams. The importance of finding a peer
group that is supportive of adolescents’ continued tnvolvement is aiso illustrated
with the two other highly ralented and committed adolescents who had rouble
locating such a peer group. The mother of an adotescent who was involved in
drama and themter told us:

She did have o very bad time as 2 young teenager Some of itwas, Frhink. that she wis just
sovery different from other girls her age She was 13 or 14, and she was doing professional
theater downtown at the Ed sheater . . and then you go W a very middle class, seburban
white jurtor high. where things are catty. Amd she's just a creative different kid. [ think it
was broamse she was so creative, so differeat thar she didntalways it in very well-—she
wits o dilferent and <he--1 think she got very badly hurt in school and was very badly
shuaned Fotseverad vears by her peers (Mother of female, F2ih prade. draam)
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The situation improved for this adolescent actress when she reached high
school and joined the drama club. Her mother said:

At the high school she has some friends, She is not hugely popular [but) she's making more
friends in high school, in the last year and 2 half since she really started getiing involved in
the {school drama cluh,

Another adofescent, talented in singing, suid:

Kids are cruel 1o centain prople that they singfe oat as being different or strange. Like me.
My interestin music was a very strange thing a1 my scheol.. .. People osually teased me
about things. you know. shout ow 1 had an sperane voice. (Female, 10th grade, singing)

She had anticipated that involvement in the Creative and Performing Arts (CAPA)
program at her high schoof would provide a peer group who shared her interests,
but she was disappointed; her situation did not improve. Her mother explained:

Fthink she thought she would barst in and be popular now. We reatly expected things to
be better for her in high school. . ! think she was hoping that when she got into CAPA,
think she was expecting [there would be) more kids fike her and there wasn't, She expected
more {kids] 1o be what they'd think of as weircl, becanse she is different.

Activity Type

The positive social aspects of wlent involvement were mentioned equally by
adolescents in all types of activities. However, the three adolescents who perceived
receiving negative attiention from peers were in the arts—one from each of instru-
mental music, drama. and choir; none of the adolescents in sports reported such
costs.

Gender

In generaf, both males and females were equally likely to mention perceiving
social benefits for participating in their talent activities, as indicated by nonsignifi-
cant Chi-square statistics. More than halfthe females {15,58%) and males (8, 53%)
menticned having increased opportunities for making friends. Males and females
mentioned equally frequently hoth pereeiving advantages such as increased confi-
dence and social skills (males, 3077 females, 35%:), and benefits from participating
with students of different ages tmales. 20%; females, 19%). Interestingly, percep-
tions of having close and special fneadships with peers within their talent was
also noted to a similar oxtent by females (15, 38%) and males {8, 339%). In con-
trast 1o comments shout social benetits, only females reported perceisng negative
peer attention for their tulent involvement. Three females ( 12%%) reported that their
passion for, and involvement in, their talent earned them negattve responses from
thewr peers; no males reported such perceptions. However this apparent gender
difference was not statistically significant (x * = 1 03y,
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Summary

In summary, more than half of the talented adolescents spomntaneously ex-
pressed the belief that their involvement in their talent activities afforded them
important opportunities for making friends, and over one-third commented on op-
portunities for enhancing their social skills in general. Some activities or teams,
particularty band, orchestra. choir, and drama club, enabled adolescents from dif-
ferent grades to interact closely, and this was often commented on favorably by
them and their parents. More than half of the adolescents noted a special sense of
closeness among the peers who also participated in those activities. There was a
striking similarity in responses across both activity domain and gender.

Satisfaction with Peer Relationships Supporting
or Undermining Commitment

In addition to the social benefits discussed above, the adolescents also Lypi-
cally indicated that the social dimensions of their involvement were important to
their continued commitment to their talent. Conversely, when pursuit of their talent
was perceived as having substantial social costs, it appeared that adolescents often
then reduced involvement in that activity.

Over one-third (15, 37%) of adolescents told us that the social aspects of peer
relationships, such as being with their friends, associated with activity involvement
enhanced considerably their enjoyment of engaging in that activity. Often times,
when the adolescents were asked why they liked engaging in the activities, their
answers were sumilar to one 9th grader’s, who said simply “Because I'm with my
friends™ { Female, 9th grade, soccer}). Other adolescents told us:

Marching hand-—that made schoel s much fun, because we'te always doing somcthing
wgether. People in the band—they were al very friendty, and so they make it a lot more fur,
They're always friendly and they 1 always include you. And then just going out there in
compelition. it's a 1ot of fun. Waiting for your {ieam’s] score and staff, (Female, 9th grade,
flute)

During the summer, we have toumaments that fast weekeads, and weeks, and so we getto
spend me with our frieads and our players, and have dinner parties and things like that.
{ Female, 9th grade, soceen)

In contrast 1o the majority of adolescents who said that involverment in their
activity increased the tinwe they could spend with their friends, around one-fourth
(11, 27%) reported that pursuing their talent took time away from being with
Iniends. In all but one of these cases, the adolescents were not involved in school-
sponsored activities. but participated in activities in orpanizational settings outside
of school. Some of those adolescents told us:

Sometimes I wish Teould justdo something else instead of going to dance every week . Just
tike goiag roall my friends and stalf { Fenmle. 9th grade, dancet
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[Music] doesa't really get in the way, except on weekends. You know, you're just like.
“Man. 1 want to go out with my friends today” ( Male, 10th grade, cello)

F'd like 10 do more with my other friends, but [ don't have the time . . . [ don’t like not being

able to do things with school fricnds all the ime. They’re abways asking me to come over,

and Fll be like, "No, T can't. | have gymnastics. I'm sorry.” So, § don't get to go out very

often. Fdon't like that. { Female, 10th grade. gymnastics)

By far the majority of the interviews revealed that adotescents’ relationships
with their peers enhanced their continued investment in a-talent activity. However,
friendships interfered with the talent development of three (7%) adolescents. One
mother described a situation in which her adolescent’s concern for his friends’
feelings held him back from reaching his potential in the school orchestra.

The orchestra leader encouraged Mark to chalfenge people. When you challenge people
you take over their chatr. I's kind of & demotion for that person. but you get raised up.
Weli, Mark is to the point shere he's known these people for so long that he dogsn™t want
ta challenge them. .. . 1 think he could go a Iot farther in his music if he'd be more assertive
and say, “ want first chair,” and challenge these people . . he justdoesn’t want to hurt these
people’s feelings. And when you guestion him aboutit, why he doesa’t do it, it°s like, “He's
my friend.” (Mother of male, [th grade, cello)

Likewise, a 9th grade gymnast indicated that her close friendships with the
other gitls at the gym were a mixed blessing. Apparently her suppertive relation-
ships with aone friend 10 particular both helped to keep her involved in her sport,
especially at times of frustration, and impeded her talent development. She re-
ported that she and her friend wften made up each other’s floor routines, picked
out each other’s music. and noted, “We've discouraged each other from quitting
a tot” However, this bond vreated a sense of loyalty and social commitment that
held her back from advancing to a higher caliber gym or coach. For example, she
alse remarked:

A lot of imes you want to go to a differeat gym, to betier coaches, and fmy friend would

say} "No, don't—-stay " { Femnale, 9 grade, gymnastics)

Conversely, five (129 adolescents reported that striving to do well in their
talent activities threatened to affect previous positive relationships with friends.
One adolescent described the awkwardness of competing with her friends; after
ene soceer game her best friend reportedly said, “Geez, you're good. I'm so scared
that you're going to teke my place™ {Female, 9th grade, soccer). Similarly, a mother
told us about her daughter’s early acting endeavors at high school:

She was there and knew all her hnes and a3t her biocking and all her songs and all her

danees Ome of the senior girls said, “You know what? You'ze making me ook really bad

here” { Mother of female, 12th grade, dramin
One adolescent reported that she could not resoive the bad feelings that accompa-
nied the competition with a friend over & place on a seccer team:

I'm not very good friends with her any more because, Fthink hecause., | tried out for my

team again and I made it 2rdd she didn't. So 1'm kind of disappointed in her, and | felt bad,
so 1 justlet her ga. ( Femade, 9t grade, seceer) :
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Whereas it appeared that being able to spend time with friends contributed
to generally positive perceptions of their engagement in talent activities, it also
appeared that adolescents” perceptions of dissatisfaction with their social lite led [4;
an undermining of enjoyment and motivation. Seven (17%) adolescents reported
they had recently lessened their time or psychological commitment to their activity.
Of those, three transferred their energies to another activity with potentially greater
social benetits. Forexample, one adolescent who had been dancing ina community-
based studio for nine years appeared to be redirecting her energies into a related
but different activity, cheerleading, largely because it provided her with more
opportunities to have fun with her friends at school and to extend her social network.
Whereas she viewed dance as interfering with her social life, she saw cheerleading
as a more social endeavor with both more team camaraderie and greater social
opportunities:

[Cheerleading s better] because, like, it's invotved in the school, and you make, like, so many

new frieads, and iU's fun heing atadi the games and everything You become friends with, hke.
the feothalt players and the basketball players. { Female. 9th grade, dance, cheerleading)

Her mother noted also that her daughter was recently taking fewer dance classes and
showing deereased enthusiasm for dance while becoming increasingly committed
to cheerleadimyg. The mother said:

{ think because lcheerlending s} at her school, it's involving {riends at her school. { Mother
of femule, h prade, dance. cheerleading)

A second dancer was also seriously considering quitting ballet, after having
taken lessons for the past 11 vears. Social costs associated with her continued
involvement in ballet appeared also to be a major factor in this decision. She said:

Fiustfike 10 go out and do things. And every Friday and Sawrday, if | were a dancer, I'd be
pesforming. And bd rather go out, (Female, 10th grade, hatley)

Her mother concurred, noting:

[ think she foves battet, but ber social Jife is gedting-—interfering with it. ( Mother of female,
16tk grade, balicty

Another adolescent who had been involved in hallet for 10 years reported
that she had enjoyed batlet while she and her best friend were dancing at the same
studio. However, when her friend changed studic Tor a better dance instructor, the
adolescent’s enjuoyment of dance dwindled. and she (quit not long afferwards. She
Said:

My friend} switched mite another class, and this was when 1 was starbing to not like .

{Female. 10th grade. ballet)

Her mother concurred, commenting:

Her best friend was in it all those years, Amanda. And then, that wasn't good enough for
Amanda’s mother. so she put ber out in West Lake with that Russian dance instructor. And
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it scemed 1o go, after Amanda feft. .. And then Amanda was gone, and it was not conl {to
dance]. ( Mother of femade, 1ith grade, ballet)

It was not only females who guit pursuing their talent activity for social
reasons. A talented male piano player who had taken lessons for 8 years, shown
promise in childhood, received recognition from recitals, and been offered a job
playing the piano at a local mall recently quit his pianc lessons. The major reason,
according to both him and his mother, was that he was unhappy that his piano
lessons and practice took time away from being with his friends who spent their
free time skateboarding; he wanted 1o be out skateboarding with them and did not
want to miss any social time because of his music.

When adolescents who were mvolved in many activities found they had to
focus their attention on one, and drop others, the social dimension was especially
salient. One adolescent said:

{In hgh school] | had to choose between plaving wennis and basketball, and | chose basket-
ball, because that's where sl my friends came from. { Female. 12th grade, basketbatl)

One strategy that 10 adolescents adopted to satisfy their desires both for peer
refationships and social involvement and for talent development was 1o participate
in both a more socially oriented and less prestigious team or club or group, and a
more “serious” group that would develop their skills and provide challenge. For
example, one 10th grade gymnast tried to balance the development of her skills
and a satisfying social life by both continuing with lessons at the competitive
gymnastics club where she had been taking lessons for 10 years and competing on
the school gymnastics team. Her mother described how each team met different
goals:

‘The high school gymnastics doesn’Uteach ber the quality of tricks that she needs to compete,
so she goes te the club to get that, and she goes 1o the high schootb to get fun . . . the kids
are atl having a good tme Chub gy mnastics is mote pressure that you perform and do wetl,
i Mother of fernale, 10th grade, gymaastics)

Acreviey Tvpe

Adolescents whe noted that theyr peer relationships helped support their talent
commitrment were represented approximately equally in all activities. However,
the 11 adolescents who commented that their involvement took time away from
their peer relationships were more hikely to be participating in nonschool or indi-
vidual {rather than team) activities. OF those, 4 were in dance, and | was in each
of gymnastics. piano, and art; the remaining 4 were in team or group activities
{2 soccer, I drama, | instrumental music). Six adolescents {5 dance. 1 piano) quit
or considered quitting their activity, brgely for social reasons.
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Gender

Satisfaction with peer refationships appesred 1o be associated with females’
commitment to maintaining talent involvement to a considerably greater extent
than males’, although Chi-square tests indicated that these differences were not
statistically significant. Almost half (11, 42%) of the females reported that peer
relationships increased their enjoyment of the activity, compared to about one-
fourth (4, 27%) of males. Conversely. perceptions that talent involvement took time
away from friendships were mentioned by considerably more females (9, 35%)
than males (2, 13%). Similarly. § (19%) females and ! (7%) male noted that a
friendship was threatened or disrupted by their own success in the talent activity.
Changing one’s activity or quitting altopether, primarily for social reasons. was
mentioned by females (change: 3, 12%; quit: 3, 12%) more often than by males
(change: 0y quit: 1, 79%).

There appeared to be little evidence of perceived gender role pressure., ar ado-
lescents fecling uncomfortable about participating 1n their talent activity because
it was inconsistent with gender norms. In one of the most extreme cases: a mother
commented that her son’s participation in the school band led to some teasing from
others, but it was mentioned in the context of his enfoyment of, and commitment
to, band and was apparently not a source of stress for him. She said:

He'll sit around the dinner table and talk about how all of the kids make fun of the band
kids. He'll say “Did you know we are band fags?" And he doesn't care. He just has 3 lot
ef fun. He realty has a Jot of fun with them. But, you know, iU's a group, a whole bunch of
k'ldS They afl have the same intcrests, | think that is what he reatly erjoys He found his
fitde miche there. { Mother of male, 9th grade, {rumpel, goitar, piang)

A female soceer player said:

.f\il the girlsare totally, “Oh, Uve got to go shopping. You play soceer” I'd get disty.” They're
like, "Oh. how can you be such i fuck? ¢Female, 10t grade, soceer). '

However these adolescents felt sufficient support from peers within their activ-
ity that it did not appear to affect their enjoyment of, or involvement in, their
activity.

Summary

It appeared that when adolescents had satisfying peer relationships within
their talent activities, those refationships bolstered their enjoyment of, and com-
mitment to, those activities, However, when adolescents felt that developing their
talent was in conflict with engaging in peer refationships, their commitment to.
and motivation for, their talent development was typically undermined.
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DISCUSSION

The current study adds to the literature on talented adolescents’ commitment
to their talent activities in several ways. It considered an important aspect of ado-
lescents’ lives—relationships with their peers—that has been underexplored with
respect to talented adolescents” motivation for, and commitment to, their talent ac-
tivities. Additionally, because the sample included adolescents talented in a wide
range of nonacademic activities, it extends a literature that has focused primarily
on adolescents’ participation in sports activities, Further, it extends the research
on talent to a farger, and more typical, group of talented adolescents than the child
prodigies and exceptional achievers usually investigated.

Cur first objective was to investigate the role of adolescents” peer relationships
on their motivation and commitment to developing their talent in sports and/or the
arts. The results indicated that peer relationships serve multiple roles with regard
to talented adolescents” continued involvement in those nonacademic activities.
The greatest proportion of the adolescents interviewed spontaneously mentioned
that involvement afforded significant social benefits, particularly by providing an
opportunity o make new friends and maintain a social support system. This finding
is consistent with Karweit’s {1983) suggestion that adolescents” socialization and
development of interpersonal skiils is facibtated by participation in extracurricular
activities. She also noted that involvement in extracurricular activities serves to
guide adolescents” choice of friends. by providing additional information about
other participants’ interests, skills, and personalities.

The most striking finding of the current study was the evidence that talented
adolescents” relationships with their peers appeared to serve an imporfant motiva-
tional function with respect to their continued commutment to their talent activity.
Although the adolescents may ot have chosen initially to engage in the activity for
social reasons, the enjoyment reaped from the social aspects of that engagement
did appear to enhance the enjoyment of participating and to support their continued
involvement those activities. Further, it appeared that adolescents’ motivation for
social engagement and their desire to spend time with their peers was a significant
factor influencing their talent development. The role of peers 1n supporting the con-
tinued interest and involvement in talent activities 1s consistent with research that
identfied the importance of perceived social support with segard to participation
tn sports {(Scanlan e al., 1993} and exercise programs (Duncan, 1993; Duncan,
Duncan, and McAuley, 1993

Tronically, though, peer refationships may also hamper adolescents” develop-
ment of their talent, In particular, when adolescents” mivolvement in talent activities
do not afford them satisfactory opportunities for peer socialization, they may come
1o feel that their social goals can be met better by decreasing activity involvement,
A small number of talented adolescents reporied that they had recently quit, or were
considering quitting, their talent activities primarily for these social reasons. This
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finding is consistent with concerns voiced by Csikszentmihalyi and his colleagues
(Csikszentmihalvi er ol 1993; Whalen and Csikszentmihalyi, 1989) that talented
adolescents’ continued development and socialization into their talent field may
lose intensity or become derailed by issues related to the peer group.

Not all of the adolescents who felt conflict between continuing with their tal-
entand feeling satisfied with their social life quit their talent involvement, however,
Some found ways to balance their competing social and talent goals, such as chang-
ing their primary activity to one that afforded more time to be with friends {e.g.,
from dance to cheerleading, Swimming to soccer), or participating in a prestigious
community-based team or group to hone skills while maintaining involvement in
4 less elite school team to keep up social contacts with school friends.

Importantly. peers typically played a positive function in supporting the con-
tinued involvement of talented adolescents in their activities. This finding is inter-
esting given the scant attention that peer relationships have received in the talemt
literature to date. It is also important because peers are often studied with respect to
adolescents” involvement in deviant or undesirable activities, such as delinquency
and substance abuse: peers have rarely been studied in relation o engagement in
positive, productive activities such as sports teams or orchestra {Carnegie Council
on Adolescent Development, 1992).

The second issue we investigated was whether the adolescents raised differ-
entissues or reported different experiences depending on the type of activity (e.g.,
sports or drama or music) in which they were involved. Rather than differences
between general domains, such as between sports and drama, there were indica-
tions of differences between the social oppartunities afforded by school-sponsored
retitive to nonschool-sponsored activities. One apparent distinction was between
those activities supported by and offered in schools. such as archestra, band, chuir,
drama chub, and schoot sports teams, and those that were not offered at school,
such as dance and piano. h appeared that adolescents who were involved in ac-
tivities not offered at their school were more tikely to feel that they had © make
choices between continuing their talent involvement and having a satistying social
lite than were those who could pursue their talent in a school-sponsored activity.
This difference is consistent with Weiss and Petlichkoff s (1989} argument that re-
searchers who investigate motivation for continued participation in sport activities
need to distinguish between school and nonschool CORtEeXIs.

Une amplication of the apparent importance of school-sponsored nonaca-
demic activities w adotescents” developrent of their talent is that schools should
continue to make avaslabie. and actively support, a wide range of activities, clubs,
groups., and teams. It appears that this would assist talented adolescents in balane-
ing their social concerns with the demands for devoting increased time and energy
to their activities. In addition, in assisting the balancing, schools can be support-
ing adolescents™ apportunities to continue pursuing their talent development and
fessening barriers (o the fulfiliment of their potenteal.
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The third issue we considered was gender differences in the role of talented
adolescents’™ peer relationships with respect to their continued involvement in tal-
ent activities. There were no differences in males’ and females’ Commcni_s ui.)out
social benefits of talent involvement. Those results wetre consistent with findings
by Weiss and her colleagues (1996), who found very few differences betwe'en
b;ws' and girls’ comments about their best friends i sports, Emeresyng!y. despite
some evidence that female adolescents” friendships involve more”‘:nmnacy‘ than
males’ (e.g., Clark-Lempers er al.. 1991), there were no gendelr differences in thAc
adolescents” reports of having intimate friendships and of the importance nf their
cluse and supportive fnendships an the current study. Buhrmester and Purmgp
(1987} have suggested. however, that intimacy between friends may take a dif-
ferent form for males and females, rather than being present to a lesser degree
i males’ friendships. Specifically. male adolescents may be more Iikeiy. to show
intimacy “through actions and deeds, rather than through interpersonal disclosure
of personat thoughts and feelings”™ (pp. 111-112). . B

There was o trend toward gender differences. however, in associations be-
tween adolescents” social dissatisfuction related o talent involvement and Vpians
to quit or decrease mvolvement. These perceptions and degmée.m were mentm'ne.d
maore frequently by females than males. Although this difference was not Stisti-
cally significant. the fow power associated with the small sample size mu.st be kgpt
in mind. The tendency for females o be less hkely than males to continue \'w[h
their talent activities if involvement was perceived as jeopurdizing peer telat;un-
ships is consistent with research that adolescent females typically score higher on
measures of social value (Eceles, 1985 Eccles and Harold, 1992}, express stronger
goals for peer relationships (Patrick, Hicks, and Ryan, 1997), and repf)rt greater
psychological distress when expenencing social stress (Moran and Eckenrode,

1991y, than males. .
One fimitation of the current study, as with most of the research involving
tulented adolescents, hies in the relatively homogenous sample; all adolescents
were Furopean American and came from middle-income families. There is L‘ieuriyu
a need for research on talented and promising adolescents from a wider range of
backgrounds {Eecles and Alfeld-Liro, in press), ‘ . N
Additionally, it appears hikely that there was some contuund}ng of activity
domain and gender within the current study. Althongh the sample included many
females who participated in traditonally male sports activities, -therc was uneven
gender distribution within some of the activity domains. Dcspztf: ‘tl"ge large pool
from which participants were drawn (873), there were some act;vAltlc.‘s”that were
represented only by talented females. such as dance and gymnastics. ih&l’"‘t":?t'wﬂ.
whereas there appeared 10 be particularly salient social issues for .dun.cers, it was
not possible to tease apart factors related differentially to the m:t?v:t)./ itself and to
gender. The underrepresentation of males in dance and gymnastics in the current
study suggests that it will be necessary in future studies 1o specially target and
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recruit such adolescents from places such as dance studios or special camps for
tatented students.

In summary, the results of the current study have indicated that peers gen-
erally play an important role in supporting talented adolescents’ c}evei{}pmenlt of
their talent activities. This study has contributed 1o the research on talented adules-
cents by including participants who were tatented in the arts, and by considering
differences across tlent domains. Tt has also indicated a need for further research
with respect w gender differences in the way that adolescents’ peer refattonships
suppart or undermine commitment to developing their talent.
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