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Project title : Susceptibility to peer feedback and its relationship to emotional resilience 
 
Project Description: Young people worry about what their friends think about them. This 
makes teenagers and young adults especially vulnerable to episodes of teasing and bullying. 
These experiences are powerful and can lead to the development of depression, a common 
disorder with debilitating consequences for the teenager. However, not everyone experiencing 
teasing or bullying more widely develops depression. Many are able to ignore negative 
comments from peers and “bounce back” from these experiences. This ability called resilience 
is an intriguing yet under-studied area of research. This study proposes to investigate the 
cognitive basis of susceptibility to peer feedback and its association with emotional resilience 
in young people using computational modelling. Specifically, we plan to develop a novel task 
to be administered online, which mimics real-life experiences of positive, ambiguous and 
malicious social feedback and fit a cognitive model which tests what factors are associated 
with resilience. We propose that the ability to accurately judge and learn from social feedback 
is key. In other words, being able to accurately make judgments about what peers say (e.g., 
judge if a comment is too "mean") and be able to ignore these biaseswhilst judging one’s 
abilities and competency – is associated with increased self-esteem emotional resilience 
following experiences of bullying. To test this hypothesis, we will develop and then 
administer a social learning task online to a large sample of young people (16-21 years). We 
will measure participants’ real life individual differences self-esteem, bullying experiences, 
depression and resilience using questionnaires. We will then link computational measures of 
task behaviour and real-life individual differences using a computational psychiatry approach. 
These findings would have important implications for our understanding of the mechanisms 
by which differences in susceptibility to peer feedback are associated with increased 
emotional resilience vs. vulnerability to depression following experiences of bullying. 
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The student will design and pilot the social learning task online, building on previous work and early 
piloting data in the lab. To validate the task design and analyse individual differences in task 
behaviour, the student will learn to build cognitive computational models (in R and Stan). These 
models will include reinforcement learning models and Bayesian learning models. Prior experience 
with coding is not essential, but interest in learning to code is crucial. 
 
Data collection will follow a ‘discovery sample’ and ‘replication sample’ approach. This has the 
advantage that it combines data driven hypothesis generation with great statistical rigour. The 
student will collect an initial ‘discovery sample’ (n=400) online. Task behaviour and self-reported 
real-life individual differences will be linked through regression models that the student will develop. 
The student will then write up the results of this discovery sample and use it to deposit a pre-
registration (on osf.io). Time permitting, the student will finally collect a ‘replication sample’ (n=400) 
and analyse and write-up the results. 
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