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1
 The mother of a pair of twin boys died 

when she was giving birth to them.  When 

they were about a year old, their father 

remarried to a woman who turned out to be 

very cruel.  For six years, she kept them in a 

small, unheated closet and gave them just 

enough food to survive.  At seven, they were 

discovered and adopted by a normal family.  

At first they could hardly walk and had the 

language skills of two-year olds.  But they 

turned out fine.  By the time they were 14, 

they were in school and doing just as well as 

their classmates.  We may wonder how these 

two boys who had no mother’s or father’s 

love for their first seven years could become 

normal.  The answer: they had each other. 

 
2
 Judith Harris, in her book The Nurturing 

Assumption, tells the story above to explain 

the importance of peers.  She refers to 

similar studies which show that monkeys 

who are raised by a mother but have no 

peers around them behaved more 

abnormally than ones who had no mother 

but had peers around them. 

 
3
 The central question that Harris is asking is 

how do children learn to behave like normal 

people in a society.  Her answer is that they 

learn this from their peers rather than their 

parents. 

 
4
 She write, “A child’s goal is not to become 

a successful adult … A child’s goal is to be 

a successful child” (p. 198).  And who do 

children learn this from?  Other children. 

 
5
 Harris tells this story about her niece and 

nephew.  One day, their mother who loved 

red peppers cut some up and gave one to the 

little boy.  After he put it in his mouth, the 

little girl said she wanted one too.  However, 

before she was given one, the boy spit his 

piece out and said that he didn’t like it.  

Suddenly, the girl changed her mind and 

decided she didn’t like red peppers either 

even without tasting it.  Her parents liked 

red peppers, but what influenced her was the 

fact that her brother (her peer) didn’t like it. 

 
6
 Many children are picky eaters; in other 

words, they only want to eat the same food 

over and over again and refuse to try other 

food because they don’t think they will like 

it.  Their parents are often unable to get 

them to change.  Harris gives a solution to 

this.  “There is only one way to get a 

preschooler to learn to like a disliked food: 

seat her at a table with a group of children 

who do like it and serve it to all of them” (p. 

166). 

 
7
 Some people will think that nice teenagers 

are nice because their parents taught them 

using good parenting skills, and that bad 

teenagers behave that way because their 

parents used the wrong type of skills.  Harris 

responds to this idea by telling about her 

own two daughters, who were four years 

apart.  They grew up in the same 

neighborhood and attended the same 

elementary and high school.  They were 

raised in a similar way by Harris and her 

husband and all four had a good 

relationship.  However, during their high 

school years, things changed.  Prior to that, 

they both had similar types of friends, but in 

high school, the younger daughter started to 

have a lot of conflicts with her parents.  The 

difference was that she had made a new 

group of friends whose goals and values 

were very different from her parents’. 

 
8
 Harris refers to research to support the idea 

that peers greatly influence each other; 

parents, in contrast, have less. Studies 

looked at neighborhoods where there was a 

lot of crime committed by young people.  

(These types of young people are called 

delinquents.)   Not surprisingly, kids who 
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grow up in these types of neighborhoods are 

more likely to get into trouble.  However, 

researchers found that when these 

delinquents moved out of these 

neighborhoods to better ones, they got into 

less trouble.  Their parents were with them 

in both neighborhoods, so the only thing that 

changed was who their peers were.  A child 

is better off, in other words, living in a 

family that has a lot problems but are in a 

good neighborhood than living in a good 

family in a troubled neighborhood. 

 
9
 It’s also interesting to look at children of 

recent immigrants to the U.S.  Harris notes 

that these children almost never speak 

English with the accent of their parents.  But 

if their friends speak with an accent, then 

they are more likely to do the same.  Harris 

gives the examples of an ESL class in which 

there were only a few Russian-speaking 

students but many Spanish speakers.  These 

children from Russia would speak English 

with Spanish accents. 

 
10

 Many people believe that children are 

similar to their parents for two reasons: their 

genes and how the parents raised the 

children.  Researchers looked at personality 

traits such as friendliness, shyness, 

willingness to talk, nervousness etc.  They 

believe that about 50% of personality 

differences among people is due to their 

genes, but the other 50% is environment.  

However, when they tried to find how the 

environment in the homes affected children, 

they couldn’t find how the home 

environment affected them.  For example, 

they found no difference between children 

who spent two hours a day with their parents 

and those who spent eight hours a day.  

They found no difference in how children 

developed in a home with many books and 

ones with few books.  In other words, the 

social environment that parents made for 

their children did not cause the children to 

turn out differently. 

 
11

 Researchers conducted a study by 

following 245 children who were adopted 

immediately after they were born.  They 

gave personality and intelligence tests to 

these children and their adoptive parents 

regularly during the children’s childhood.  

For comparison, they did the same thing 

with 245 children and parents who were 

biologically the same.  In other words, those 

children had not been adopted; the parents 

were their real parents.  The results showed 

that children who were raised by their 

biological parents had intellectual ability 

and some of the personality characteristics 

that were similar to their biological parents.  

However, for the adopted children, the 

scores on their tests were not similar to the 

parents who adopted them.  Even though 

these adopted children were raised, fed, 

taught and loved by their adoptive parents, 

their personalities and intellectual skills 

were no more similar than if we compared 

them to people chosen at random. 

 
12

 According to Harris, if parents and home 

environment affect children’s personality 

and intelligence skills, then children who are 

adopted should be similar to their adoptive 

parents.  But they are not. 

 
13

 Some people disagree with Harris and 

claim that parents influence children’s 

development.  For example, they say that 

children who are treated kindly by their 

parents become nice people and those who 

are beaten by their parents are more likely to 

be unkind.  Harris agrees that children with 

nice parents probably will be nice children.  

But she says this might be a result of their 

“nice” genes (which they got from their 

parents) because half of our personality is 

determined by our genes. 

 
14

 Some other people point out that children 

whose parents are smokers are twice as 

likely to smoke cigarettes than children 



Who Affects Us More: Parents or Peers?  3 

 

Reading for Insight © 2018  David & Peggy Kehe.  (This page is photocopyable for classroom use.) 

 

 

whose parents are non-smokes.  They say 

that that shows how parents influence their 

children.  Harris’ response is that if parents 

really cause smoking, then there should be 

an increase in adopted children who smoke 

if their adoptive parents smoke.  However, 

there isn’t.  Researchers have found that if 

we want to predict whether or not a teenager 

will become a smoker, it’s better to look at 

whether or not the teenager’s friends smoke.  

That is a better predictor than whether the 

teenager’s parents smoke. 

 
15

 As mentioned above, Harris argues that 

what our parents do affects our personalities 

much less that what our peers do to us.  

When a child gets into a lot of trouble, we 

can’t completely blame the parents. 

Similarly, when children turn out to be 

good, parents shouldn’t take the credit.  

Harris believes neighborhoods and peers are 

very influential factors.  Children want other 

children to approve of them.  They wear the 

type of clothes other children wear and even 

speak the language that is similar to their 

peers, not their parents.  This makes sense 

because in the future, they will be working 

with and marrying people from their own 

generation, not their parents’ one.  If 

children want to “survive” as adults, they 

will need to identify with their peer group, 

not their parents.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


