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Overview of Lecture

• Social deficits among young people 
with ASD

• Importance of improving 
friendships

• Consequences of peer rejection
• Overview of PEERS curriculum
• PEERS intervention strategies

– Finding a source of friends during COVID-19
– Starting conversations online
– Joining conversations online
– Getting together with friends during COVID-19

• Overview of research
• Resources



Social Deficits Among Young People with ASD

§ Poor social communication
§ Problems with topic initiation 
§ Use repetitive themes
§ One-sided conversations

§ Poor social awareness 
§ Difficulty understanding social cues

§ Poor social motivation
§ Less social engagement
§ Less involvement in social activities
§ Lack of peer entry attempts 

§ Poor social cognition
§ Difficulty understanding the 

perspectives of others
(Volkmar & Klin, 1998; Bauminger & Kasari, 2000; Orsmond, 

Krauss, & Seltzer, 2004; Koning & Magill-Evans, 2001; 
LeCouteur et al., 1989; Marks, Schrader, Longaker, & 

Levine, 2000; Ghaziuddin & Gerstein, 1996; Twatchman-
Cullen, 1998; Hemphill & Siperstein, 1990; Church, 

Alisanki, Amanullah, 2000; Constantino, 2005)

Photo of PEERS® courtesy of Associated Press



Why Target Friendships?

Having one or two close 
friends:

• Predicts later adjustment in 
life

• Can buffer the impact of 
stressful life events

• Correlates positively with:
– Self-esteem
– Independence

• Correlates negatively with:
– Depression
– Anxiety

(Buhrmeister, 1990; Matson, Smiroldo, & Bamburg, 
1998; Miller & Ingham, 1976)

Photo of PEERS® courtesy of LA Times



Consequences of Peer Rejection
During Adolescence 

• Depression
• Anxiety
• Loneliness
• Low self-esteem
• Substance abuse
• Poor academic 

performance
• Early withdrawal 

from school
• Suicidal ideation and 

attempts
(Hawker & Boulton, 2000; Nansel et al., 2001; 

Buhrmeister, 1990; Matson, Smiroldo, & 
Bamburg, 1998; Miller & Ingham, 1976)

Photo of PEERS® courtesy of Associated Press



Background 
about PEERS®

• International program

– Developed at UCLA in 2004
– Adolescent program has been 

translated into over a dozen 
languages

– Used in over 85 countries

• Evidence-Based Social Skills 
Programs:

– PEERS® for Preschoolers
– PEERS® for Adolescents
– PEERS® for Young Adults

• Research Programs:
– PEERS® for Careers
– PEERS® for Dating 
– PEERS® L Dopa 



Unique Aspects 
of PEERS®

• One of the only evidence-
based social skills programs

– ONLY evidence-based social 
skills program for teens and 
adults with ASD and other social 
challenges

• Parent or caregiver assisted
– Parents and other caregivers are 

trained as social coaches

• Only teaches ecologically 
valid social skills

– Teaches rules and steps followed 
by socially successful people

• Cross-culturally adapted 
across the globe

– Seven scientific papers published 
outside of the U.S.



PEERS® Targeted Social Skills

Friendship and Romantic 
Relationship Skills:

• Finding and choosing good friends 
and romantic partners

• Conversational skills
• Starting and entering conversations
• Exiting conversations
• Electronic communication
• Appropriate use of humor
• Get-togethers
• Good sportsmanship
• Dating etiquette

– Letting someone know you like them
– Asking someone on a date
– Organizing and planning a date
– General dating do’s and don’ts



PEERS® Targeted Social Skills

Managing Conflict and Rejection 
Skills:

• Dating etiquette
– Taking no for an answer
– Politely turning someone down for a date
– Handling unwanted sexual pressure

• Handling arguments
• Changing a bad reputation 
• Handling direct bullying

– Teasing and embarrassing feedback
– Physical bullying

• Handling indirect bullying
– Cyber bullying
– Rumors and gossip



Finding and Choosing Friends

§ Friendships are based on 
COMMON INTERESTS

§ People often affiliate with 
specific peer groups or 
crowds based on their 
interests

§ Peer groups and crowds 
are important for:
§ Giving us a source of friends
§ Finding potential friends with 

common interests
§ Protecting us from individual 

bullying 

(Laugeson & Frankel 2010; Laugeson 2013; 
Laugeson 2014; Laugeson 2017)



Identifying Peer Groups

QUESTION:

What are the 
different peer groups 
or crowds for young 
people?



Different Peer Groups

(Laugeson 2017)



Finding a Source of Friends 

QUESTIONS:

How can you tell which 
peer group someone is 
in?

Where can you find 
people from these 
different peer groups?



Finding a Source of Friends with 
Common Interests

§ Extra curricular 
activities

§ Social activities
§ School clubs
§ Work clubs
§ Community clubs
§ Sports leagues
§ Work
§ School
§ Volunteer 

programs

(Laugeson 2017)



Finding a Source of Friends in K-12 
During COVID-19

• Outschool.com provides online 
groups for youth K-12

• Traditional subjects:
• Math, language arts, writing

• Pop culture topics:
• Dungeons & Dragons, Wings of Fire, 

Stranger Things
• STEM classes:

• Coding, engineering, physics, 
videogames

• Enrichment activities:
• Cooking, dance, art, music, yoga, 

meditation



Finding a Source of Friends for Adults 
During COVID-19

• Meetup.com provides in-person and 
online groups for adults

• Groups are regional and based on 
common interests

• Activities are primarily recreational
• Examples of meetups:

• Movie meetups
• Gaming meetups
• Anime meetups
• Sports fan meetups
• Alumni groups
• Cosplay
• LARPing



Starting and Joining Conversations

QUESTION:

What are most young 
people told to do to 
meet new people?



Starting Individual Conversations

QUESTIONS:

How do you start a 
conversation with 
another person?

What are some social 
errors people make 
when starting 
conversations? Role play videos: www.semel.ucla.edu/peers/resources

http://www.semel.ucla.edu/peers/resources


PEERS® Steps for 
Starting Individual Conversations

1. Casually look over
2. Use a prop
3. Find a common interest
4. Mention the common interest

– Make a comment
– Ask a question
– Give a compliment

5. Trade information
6. Assess interest

– Are they looking at you?
– Are they facing you?
– Are they talking to you?

7. Introduce yourself (optional)

Role play videos: www.semel.ucla.edu/peers/resources

http://www.semel.ucla.edu/peers/resources


Modified Steps for Starting 
Individual Conversations Online

1. Casually look over
2. Find a common interest
3. Mention the common interest
4. Trade information
5. Assess interest
6. Introduce yourself (optional)

(Laugeson & Frankel 2010; Laugeson 2013; 
Laugeson 2014; Laugeson 2017)



Joining Group Conversations

QUESTIONS:

How do you join 
group 
conversations?

What are some 
social errors for 
joining group 
conversations?

Role play videos: www.semel.ucla.edu/peers/resources

http://www.semel.ucla.edu/peers/resources


PEERS® Steps for 
Joining Group Conversations

1. Listen to the conversation
2. Watch from a distance
3. Use a prop
4. Identify the topic
5. Find a common interest 
6. Move closer
7. Wait for a pause
8. Mention the topic

– Make a comment
– Ask a question
– Give a compliment

9. Assess interest
– Are they looking at you?
– Are they facing you?
– Are they talking to you?

10. Introduce yourself (optional)

Role play videos: www.semel.ucla.edu/peers/resources

http://www.semel.ucla.edu/peers/resources


Simplified Steps for
Joining Group Conversations

1. Watch and listen 
– Use a prop
– Identify the topic
– Find a common interest 

2. Move closer
3. Wait for a pause
4. Mention the topic
5. Introduce yourself 

(optional) 
(Laugeson & Frankel 2010; Laugeson 2013; 

Laugeson 2014; Laugeson 2017)



Modified Steps for Joining 
Group Conversations Online

1. Watch and listen 
– Identify the topic
– Find a common 

interest 
2. Wait for a pause
3. Mention the topic
4. Introduce yourself 

(optional) (Laugeson & Frankel 2010; Laugeson 2013; 
Laugeson 2014; Laugeson 2017)



Get-Togethers

QUESTIONS:

How do you develop 
close meaningful 
friendships?

How do you organize 
get-togethers with 
friends during 
COVID-19?



Online Get-togethers

• Get-togethers and social 
activities are taking place online 
due to the COVID-19 pandemic

• Popular platforms for online get-
togethers include:
– Facetime
– Google hangouts 
– House party
– Video chat through social media 

apps
– Skype
– Zoom
– Discord



Common Activities for Online 
Get-togethers

Interest Activity
Movies / TV shows Netflix viewing party
Art Play Pictionary
Anime Watch anime online
Food Make a meal together
Sports Watch sports together
Videogames Play online videogames
Fitness Do a YouTube Workout together
Books Create an online book club
Games Play games on Houseparty
STEM Take an Outschool class



Online Get-togethers & 
Social Activities

• A list of online get-together 
ideas and virtual social events 
is currently under development 
at UCLA PEERS CLINIC:

– https://docs.google.com/documen
t/d/116KqNyuT1c9T1PbD5IYsB
ovXN0PiqVQevCLYoQP0mmc/
edit?usp=sharing

https://docs.google.com/document/d/116KqNyuT1c9T1PbD5IYsBovXN0PiqVQevCLYoQP0mmc/edit?usp=sharing


PEERS® Research Evidence 
within the United States



PEERS® Research Evidence
Outside of the United States



PEERS® Telehealth 
Pilot Research 

Outcomes

• Results of the pilot study showed that 
the treatment outcomes of teens 
receiving PEERS in-person compared 
to PEERS via telehealth were 
equivalent in the areas of:
– Decreased problem behaviors on the 

Social Skills Improvement System 
(SSIS)

– Increased social skills on the SSIS
– Improved social responsiveness on 

the Social Responsiveness Scale 
(SRS)



PEERS® Telehealth Pilot Research Outcomes

• Findings suggest 
telehealth may be an 
effective delivery model 
for teaching social skills 
to youth with ASD. 

• While telehealth shows 
promise of being an 
effective form of 
delivery, the technology 
required to participate is 
a limitation for some 
families.

• Due to the changes 
made in the remote 
program, additional 
research is needed to 
evaluate treatment 
outcomes.



UCLA PEERS®

Adolescent 
Telehealth 

Groups

WEDNESDAYS

4:30–6:00 PM PST

6:30–8:00 PM PST



UCLA PEERS®

Young Adult
Telehealth 

Groups

MONDAYS

4:30–6:00 PM PST

6:30–8:00 PM PST



UCLA 
PEERS® 

Educational 
Classes

TUESDAYS

4:30 – 6:00 PM PST

6:30 – 8:00 PM PST



UCLA PEERS® Virtual Boot Camp

• 35 episodes

• Covers ALL the skills 
taught in PEERS®

• Go at your own pace

• Available on the UCLA 
PEERS YouTube 
Channel

• Access never expires



UCLA PEERS®

for Careers

• College to career 
transition program

• 20-week program 
for college students 
with ASD

THURSDAYS

5:00 – 7:30 PM



UCLA 
PEERS® 

for Dating

TUESDAYS

5:30 – 7:00 PM

• 16-week program

• Dating skills for 
young adults with 
ASD



UCLA 
PEERS®

L-Dopa 
Research 

Study 

Return Start Date:

TBD



Role-Play Video Library

www.semel.ucla.edu/peers/resources
www.routledge.com/cw/laugeson

http://www.semel.ucla.edu/peers/resources
http://www.routledge.com/cw/laugeson


The Science of Making Friends:
Helping Socially Challenged Teens and Young Adults 

• Parent book
• Friendship skills
• Handling peer 

rejection and conflict
• Parent section

– Narrative lessons
– Social coaching tips

• Chapter summaries 
for teens and young 
adults

• Chapter exercises / 
homework

• Companion DVD
– Role-play videos



PEERS® for Young Adults
Teleconferences for Professionals

• Certified Teleconferences at UCLA:
– September 21-23, 2020
– April 19-21, 2021

• 16-week curriculum
• Weekly 90-minute young adult sessions and 

caregiver sessions
• Social coaching handouts
• Addresses core deficits for ASD 
• Focuses on friendship and relationships skills 

and handling peer rejection and conflict
• Teaches ecologically valid social skills



PEERS® for Adolescents
Teleconferences for Professionals

• Certified Teleconferences at 
UCLA:
– November 4-6, 2020
– February 3-5, 2021

• 14-week curriculum
• Weekly 90-minute teen sessions 

and parent sessions
• Parent handouts
• Addresses core deficits for ASD 
• Focuses on friendship skills and 

handling peer rejection and 
conflict

• Teaches ecologically valid social 
skills



PEERS® for Adolescents
School-Based Certified Training

• Certified Trainings at UCLA
– June 23-25, 2021

• Teacher-facilitated curriculum 
• 16-week program
• Daily lesson plans 
• Focuses on friendship skills and 

strategies for handling peer 
rejection and conflict

• Includes weekly comprehensive 
parent handouts
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