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Abstract Many disciplines and theoretical approaches have addressed the peer effect on
educational choices. This article offers a review and critical reading of the scientific literature
to identify the main research groups and domains that have analyzed the influence of peers
on educational decisions. To this end, the bibliometric approach has been used throughout a
specific query, later refined to include only articles belonging to relevant scholarly categories
such as sociology, social psychology, and education. Early findings show that the Groningen
University research group is a key reference in the study of peer effects in education and
social network analysis. Scientific publications on these topics are growing steadily, with a
significant acceleration after 2004. The co-occurrence analysis of keywords, instead, reveals
thematic clusters–social dynamics, education, healthcare, policy, human capital, and network
methods–highlighting the need for an interdisciplinary approach to understand peer effects
and their implications.
Keywords: peer effect, social influence, university choices, social support

1. Introduction

This paper aims to conduct a literature review, analyzing the main studies and contribu-
tions concerning the peer effect on educational choices. We want to identify key aspects by
exploring different theoretical and methodological perspectives. The literature on this topic
consists of several intertwining strands. Educational decisions can have long-term effects
on the course of life, significantly determining both future income and social status [1]. An
initial reading of the phenomenon has shown that the study of the peer effect, as a part of re-
lational capital in educational contexts, overlaps with the analysis of educational transitions,
i.e., the study of those critical moments when students make decisions that determine their
future. Furthermore, it emerges that research on the peer effect intersects with the forms of
support students receive and the cultural capital proper to their context of origin and be-
longing. This is because cultural capital is an essential factor that directly and significantly
influences educational processes through informative dynamics generated by different social
circles [2]. The social order reproduces itself continuously and, in this process, the norms
that regulate the contexts play a fundamental role [3]; acting, directly or indirectly, both
on the dynamics of reproduction, and on the resulting effects. In the study of peer effect
on educational choices, macro and micro-sociological aspects intersect, leading to studies
that must necessarily take into account variables belonging to the different dimensions. An
in-depth bibliometric analysis is conducted to analyze the development of the study of this
phenomenon. Relevant keywords were used to identify key studies, with a temporal filter re-
stricting publications to 1966â2024 for quality and reliability. This time interval was chosen
to include both early research on peer influence processes and more recent studies reflecting
methodological and theoretical developments in the field. The research scope was refined
using disciplinary filters, focusing on Sociology, Economics, Psychology, Decision Sciences,
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and Mathematics. This ensured relevance while maintaining an interdisciplinary approach
to capturing diverse perspectives on the phenomenon. In Section 2, the theoretical frame-
work that helps defining peer effect in the educational context and the related processes
of influence is addressed. In Section 3, the bibliometric methodology is briefly described.
Section 4 shows the main results and some conclusions emerging from the study.

2. Theoretical framework

The term peer refers to individuals of similar age who share life experiences and spend a lot
of time together, as they belong to the same generation [4][5]. Regarding peers, it emerges
that membership and reference groups influence individual behaviors. Within these groups,
narrower subgroups can form, referred to as subcultures. For example, students who interact
more frequently with each other within a school classroom tend to create subcultures [6],
which are small groups characterized by closer ties and more intense interactions. The peer
group has been shown to exert a significant influence on educational choices [7]. This high-
lights the importance of examining how individuals initiate social interactions when studying
peer influence. Other strands of literature, however, take a broader perspective, considering
all students belonging to the same school or group as peers. In this view, influences arise
not only from interpersonal relationships, but also from shared educational norms and the
formation of points of reference and comparison.
There are two main processes underlying the peer effect: peer selection, which leads in-
dividuals to form connections with those they perceive as similar, and peer socialization,
which facilitates the internalization of group norms and attitudes [6]. During adolescence,
these processes play a crucial role in shaping individual perceptions, preferences, and future
prospects [7]. Of all kinds of influence discussed in the literature, there are two related to peer
effects in educational contexts that seem to be important for the analysis of the phenomenon:
the first one concerns the behavior and attitudes of close friends, where affective ties increase
the potential for influence in school contexts. The second one concerns peers’ academic suc-
cess and family social capital, which are closely linked to the school environment and the
value placed on educational attainment [8][9]. Other studies, however, examine peer rela-
tionships by focusing on the interaction between the internal and the external environment
in career-related decision-making processes, including educational choices that will influence
future career decisions. Several scholars have highlighted how people who invest time and
energy in exploring their identity, aptitudes, aspirations and abilities, as well as carefully
observing the social, cultural and economic context in which they are embedded, are more
likely to make more thoughtful life choices. This introspective and environmental analysis
clarifies available options and challenges, supporting more informed and fulfilling decisions.
Family provides key support for decision-making in late adolescence, while social interactions
shape skills, self-esteem, and determination for meaningful life choices. Such relationships
also foster the adoption of values essential to personal and professional development [10].
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3. Methodology

The bibliometric analysis allows us to highlight different features of the scientific production.
Firstly, we focus on publications trend by country, and on the number of articles published
over the years, showing a significant increase in academic attention to the study of peer
effects in education, with particularly marked growth from 2004 to the 2024. Especially, the
countries most involved are USA, The Netherlands and China. The analysis was deepened
through several advanced bibliometric techniques, including keywords co-occurrence analy-
sis, Multiple Correspondence Analysis, and the study of co-citation networks [11] [12]. Such
techniques allow i) to identify the major research trends, ii) to highlights the relationships
between different concepts and their positioning within a continuum in the scientific land-
scape and, iii) to highlight the authors’ reputation provided by the richness of citations. The
co-occurrence network analyzes the frequency with which keywords appear together in any
pair of documents. Similarly, the co-citation network examines the frequency with which
authors are cited together in the same papers, producing the evidence of the scholarly com-
munication pattern. In network science, a network is a collection of interconnected entities
or nodes that share one or more relationships with each other. Many tools and techniques
are available for network analysis, including graph theory, centrality measures, and network
visualization methods. These tools allow researchers to identify patterns and trends in the
data and understand the structure of the nodes and their role within the network. For an
in-depth discussion on how to visualize bibliometric networks see van Eck and Waltman,
2014 [13].

4. Results and Conclusion

Looking at Fig.1, the analysis highlights the central role of the research group of the Uni-
versity of Groningen in the study of peer effects in education and in the analysis of social
networks, distinguished by the influence and relevance of its academic scholars.

Figure 1: Three Field Plot: country, authors and keywords

The analysis of keywords co-occurrence network reveals the presence of distinct thematic
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areas. In Fig.2, the top-left cluster has human as its central term, which serves as a concep-
tual node and seems to refer to studies on social dynamics and interpersonal relations. The
cluster on the bottom focuses on educational and health topics.

The factorial analysis of the co-occurrence keywords matrix (Fig.3) highlights the pres-
ence of five thematic clusters, each representing a distinct but interconnected research area.
A larger group, on the left of the first factorial axis, represents studies involving psychological
aspects as gender and risk factors (alchool, smoking, crime); on the bottom-right emerges the
presence of geo-referenced studies (Sweden, China, rural areas) and social media data. On
the second factorial axis, appear from the top the medical studies, and some methodological
aspects (qualitative research, randomized control trial, clinical trial, etc.).

Figure 2: Network Co-occurrence

Figure 3: Factorial Analysis

Co-citation network analysis (Fig.4) reveals further connections between key authors.
The top-left cluster in the graph, includes strongly connected authors such as Snijders
T.A.B., who is a central figure known for his studies on social networks and statistical anal-
ysis of network data. This research group seems to be focused on social network analysis
methodologies. The cluster on the center includes authors such as McPherson M., Coleman
J.S. and Wasserman S., some of the key figures in the study of the relational social capi-
tal. Furthemore, this cluster seems to represent applicative case study in Socio-Economical
and Health studies. Finally, the bottom right cluster is focused on the works by Sacerdote
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Figure 4: Co-citation Network

B., who is known for his research in Econometrics, with a focus on the influence of social
networks on economic and educational outcomes.

In conclusion, the bibliometric analysis provides a comprehensive overview of the current
landscape of scientific production on peer effects in education, unveiling key contributions,
trends, and interconnections across various research fields. The interplay between social
dynamics and educational decisions emerges as a pivotal element in the exploration of peer
effects, underscoring the importance of further interdisciplinary studies to deepen our un-
derstanding of the phenomenon. Overall, this analysis highlights the expanding scope of
research on social networks and peer influences, demonstrating its profound impact across
disciplines such as sociology, economics, education, and public health. The growing empha-
sis on these topics calls for an integrated approach to more fully grasp the complexities of
social dynamics and their influence on both individual and collective choices.
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