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Abstract

Peer acceptance and rejection among high school students profoundly influence their emotional and social development,
underscoring the necessity for comprehensive research in this domain. This qualitative study explores the experiences and
perspectives of 20 high school students on peer acceptance and rejection. Utilizing a phenomenological design, the
research was conducted in a private school in Cebu through in-depth interviews. The thematic analysis revealed that
students highly value positive and supportive peer relationships, which enhance their sense of belonging and self-worth.
Conversely, experiences of peer rejection and negative interactions were linked to feelings of loneliness, low self-esteem,
and anxiety about losing social acceptance. Participants often went to great lengths to avoid rejection and maintain their
social status, significantly impacting their mental health. Coping strategies reported included distraction, self-soothing,
self-care, and engaging in creative activities. The findings suggest that educators and policymakers should prioritize
fostering healthy peer relationships by promoting tolerance and empathy. Creating a safe and supportive environment that
encourages self-expression and open communication is crucial. These measures can help schools develop a more inclusive
and supportive environment, contributing to the social, emotional, and academic well-being of students.
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INTRODUCTION

Belongingness is a fundamental human need that
becomes particularly significant during the high
school years when social acceptance and peer
relationships gain importance [1]. High school
students often seek validation and a sense of
belonging from their peers as they explore their
identities and social standing. The significance of
belongingness in improving overall well-being,
mental health, and self-worth cannot be
overstated. Globally, mental health issues among
high school students are on the rise, with the
World Health Organization (WHO) reporting

that approximately 10-20% of teenagers
experience mental health conditions, with half of
these conditions starting by age 14 [2]. Students
with strong social connections and a sense of
belonging are less likely to experience anxiety,
depression, and suicidal ideation, whereas a lack
of belonging can exacerbate these mental health
issues.

In the digital world, social media has had a
significant impact on high school students' sense
of belonging. Research conducted in 2019
indicates that teenagers who frequently use social
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media are at a higher risk of experiencing
depression [3]. While social media can foster
connections and a sense of belonging, it also
increases the risk of exclusion and cyberbullying,
negatively affecting students' mental health and
self-esteem. In the educational setting, the
Organization for Economic Cooperation and
Development  (OECD)  Programme  for
International Student Assessment (PISA) shows
that students who feel a strong sense of belonging
at school perform better academically and have
lower absence rates [4]. Schools that promote a
sense of belonging can produce better learning
environments, resulting in higher academic
performance and student engagement.

In the Philippines, mental health among high
school students is a growing concern. A 2019
survey by the Department of Health (DOH)
showed that about 16% of Filipino students aged
13-17 have thought about suicide [5]. The stigma
around mental health often stops students from
seeking help, highlighting the need to promote a
sense of belonging in schools and communities to
provide necessary support. Bullying and peer
relationships also greatly affect students' sense of
belonging. According to UNICEF Philippines
[6], 7 out of 10 children in the Philippines have
experienced some form of violence, including
bullying. Addressing bullying and creating
inclusive environments in schools is essential to
fostering a sense of belonging among Filipino
teenagers.

For the researchers, belongingness is a
critical factor in adolescent development
especially for high school students, impacting
mental health, identity formation, and academic
success. This research aims to explore the urgent
need for understanding adolescent
belongingness, supported by data from both local
and global contexts. Addressing these issues
through research can help develop effective
interventions to support teenagers' well-being
and growth.

For high school students, having a group of
friends provides a vital sense of identity, pride,
and belonging. Researchers stress the value of
social connection because it fosters a sense of
safety and acceptance. Establishing a group
enables individuals to discover new facets of
themselves and grow in self-reliance [7]. It is
well-documented that people who have a sense of
social belonging are happier and healthier. On the
other hand, social exclusion or isolation is
associated with negative emotions like

depression, anxiety, anger, and humiliation. For
high school students, a sense of belonging is
crucial as it gives them security, acceptance, and
connection as they discover their identities and
grow into independent young people [8].

Conversely, peer rejection can lead to a
cascade of negative outcomes, including
depression, social withdrawal, and academic
underachievement. Peer acceptance significantly
impacts students across various domains [9].
Socially and emotionally, acceptance boosts self-
esteem and confidence, while rejection can lead
to loneliness, low self-worth, and depression.
Academically, acceptance motivates students,
enhancing their engagement and performance,
while rejection may result in disengagement and
academic struggles [10]. Accepted students often
exhibit positive behaviors like cooperation and
empathy, while rejected students may display
negative behaviors such as aggression or
withdrawal [11]. Psychologically, acceptance
correlates with higher life satisfaction and lower
stress levels, while rejection is linked to greater
psychological distress [12]. Therefore, fostering
a culture of acceptance and inclusion in schools
is crucial for supporting students' social,
emotional, academic, and behavioral
development.

This qualitative study aims to investigate
high school students' lived experiences and
perspectives on peer acceptance, rejection, and
psychological health.

By understanding these experiences,
educators and policymakers can develop more
effective strategies to support students' social and
emotional development in school. This study
seeks to answer the following questions: (1) How
do high school students' interactions with their
peers affect their sense of belonging and self-
esteem?; (2) What emotional responses do high
school students experience when they feel
accepted or rejected by their peers?; (3) How can
educators and policymakers support high school
students' social and emotional well-being based
on their experiences with peer dynamics?

RESEARCH METHOD

This qualitative study utilized a descriptive
phenomenological research design to investigate
the lived experiences and perspectives of high
school students regarding peer acceptance,
rejection, and psychological health. Descriptive
phenomenology, as founded by the philosopher
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Edmund Husserl, aims to describe the essence of
experiences as they are lived and perceived by
individuals [13]. Through in-depth interviews
and analysis, the researchers aimed to capture the
essence of how these students interpret and make
sense of their social interactions. Purposive
sampling ensured the selection of participants
who could provide rich, detailed descriptions of
their experiences. The findings were presented
using direct quotes to illustrate key themes,
providing a nuanced understanding of how peer
relationships influence psychological well-being.

Research participants

The participants in this study are 20 high school
students from a private school in Cebu. They
were selected based on their willingness to
participate and their availability for interviews.
The selection process ensured a diverse range of
perspectives and experiences among the
participants. The study aimed to capture the
nuanced experiences of these students regarding
peer acceptance, rejection, and psychological
health. Participants in this study were selected
based on their self-identification as experiencing
either peer acceptance, rejection, or both, with 10
participants in each category. Additionally,
participants were chosen for their ability to
provide rich and detailed descriptions of their
experiences and perspectives. This selection
criterion aimed to ensure that the study captured
a diverse range of experiences related to peer
interactions among high school students, thereby
providing a comprehensive understanding of the
impact of peer acceptance and rejection.

Data gathering procedure

Data for this study was gathered through semi-
structured interviews with the selected
participants. The interviews were conducted in a
private setting to ensure confidentiality and
encourage open and honest communication. Prior
to the interviews, participants provided informed
consent for audio recording. The audio
recordings were transcribed verbatim for
analysis, allowing for a detailed examination of
the participants' narratives and experiences.

Data analysis

The data were analyzed using thematic data
analysis, a method that identifies common
themes in interview data [14]. The analysis
involved clustering the data based on key
informants' familiar narratives and presenting

them in vignettes. The transcripts were examined
to identify recurring themes related to peer
acceptance, rejection, and psychological health.
These themes were then analyzed to provide a
deeper understanding of the participants'
experiences and perspectives.

Ethical standards

This study adheres to ethical standards for
research involving human participants. Informed
consent is obtained from all participants, and they
are assured of their anonymity and
confidentiality. Participants are also informed of
their right to withdraw from the study at any time
without consequences. The study is conducted
under the guidelines set forth by the school and
relevant regulatory bodies.

RESULT AND DISCUSSION
The research results are presented in the
following seven themes.

Theme 1: Impact of interactions

Peer interaction plays a significant role in shaping
individuals' self-esteem, mental health, and social
development. As highlighted by Participant 6,
Participant 9, and Participant 10, respectively.

P6: It makes me happy and welcome when
people in school accept me.

P9: I noticed I've been more comfortable
being myself and I can express my feelings
comfortably. Maybe because of that
classmate | have she does help me a lot in
expressing myself.

P10: It was this one time that I felt accepted,
when during a conversation a classmate of
mine was talking and doing a chitchat with
my friend and | was really feeling out of place
when my friend said, "Oy ichika pd niya." It
warmed my heart so much and | felt joy that
they were willing to open their doors for a
friendship

Participant 6 expressed that being accepted
by peers makes them feel happy and welcomed in
school, indicating that positive peer interactions
contribute to a sense of belonging and well-being.
This finding aligns with research by Arslan [15]
who found that peer acceptance is positively
associated with the self-esteem and well-being of
a person. Additionally, Participant 9 noted
feeling more comfortable being themselves and
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expressing their feelings, possibly due to the
support of a classmate, emphasizing how
supportive peer relationships can develop self-
expression and emotional well-being. This
finding is supported by research by Shalaby and
Agyapong [16] who found that peer support is
linked to the greater emotional well-being of an
individual. This shows that peer support from
their classmates and friends has an important
impact on the student's behavior.

Furthermore, Participant 10 provided a
personal account of experiencing acceptance,
showing the significant influence of modest acts
of kindness on a person's feelings of happiness
and acceptance. This is consistent with studies
conducted by Shillington et al. [17] who
discovered that acceptance encounters, no matter
how brief, can have a good effect on a person's
mood and sense of belonging.

Theme 2: Emotional responses to acceptance
and rejection

The answers about acceptance show how deeply
it affects people emotionally as they share
respectively.

“The people who accepted me made me feel
like I can be myself | can act as crazy as |
want. When we would have a pick your
partner my friend would pick me or squeeze
me in her group.”

“It made my heart warm, the feeling of being
accepted by people like you gave you comfort
and strength to do so.”

“The bond between the peers who have
accepted me is more strong and | believe |
could treat them as one of my family and my
main cause of happiness.”

Respondent 7 highlights the comfort of being
oneself without judgment and expresses a sense
of liberation and honesty. Participant 9 and
Participant 10 agree, describing a warm sense of
acceptance and a close relationship with their
peers that they compare to family. The way in
which Participant 9 describes receiving comfort
and strength from acceptance is consistent with
research conducted by Laible, Carlo, and Roesch,
which emphasizes the significance of peer
acceptance in promoting emotional health and
self-expression [18]. Additionally, Participant
10's emphasis on the familial bond built with
accepting peers. Furthermore, Delgado et al.
highlight the role that peer attachment plays in

promoting emotional well-being by showing how
social acceptability can result in emotional
support and a sense of belonging—two things
that are essential for general well-being. All of
these findings point to the possibility that people
who have welcoming and encouraging peer
interactions may feel more at ease and self-
assured when expressing themselves [19].

In contrast, responses about rejection convey
feelings of loneliness and inadequacy. Participant
2 and Participant 5 recall a specific instance
during Buwan ng Wika when they felt isolated
and unapproached, leading to a sense of
loneliness.

“During Buwan ng Wika. Last year, 2023. No
one approached me. | was by myself. It felt
lonely a bit”

“Well, when I want to talk to them they just
leave.”

The impact of social rejection, ltzchakov's
research aligns with Participant 2's experience,
illustrating the broader consequences of feeling
ignored or dismissed [20]. Social rejection can
lead to a profound sense of exclusion and
worthlessness, as individuals may perceive
themselves as unworthy of attention or
belonging. This sense of exclusion can extend
beyond immediate social interactions, affecting
one's overall self-esteem and confidence in future
social encounters. Moreover, the feeling of being
ignored or dismissed can create a barrier to
forming meaningful connections, reinforcing
feelings of isolation and inadequacy. This
suggests that social rejection not only impacts
one's immediate emotional state but also has
lasting effects on their social interactions and
sense of self-worth [21].

Theme 3: Thirst for approval

The participants' responses highlight a
fundamental need for acceptance and approval
from their peers, demonstrating the significant
impact these elements have on their behavior and
mental health as Participant 5 and Participant 10
share,

When | look at my more popular classmates,
| observe that they tend to share a similar
personality type. And they have lots of friends
from schoolmates from the same grade or
higher grade levels. And it made me
subconsciously try to act like them a bit. And
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it made me develop a mentality
subconsciously, "Maybe this is what's
acceptable because more people seem to like
it. I want to be liked, so maybe I should try to
be like them"

It has had a really big impact on my mental
health because as a growing teenager, you
feel the need for approval from the people
surrounding you.

The remark made by Participant 5 about
popular classmates points to a complex process
of social comparison that shapes behavior and
self-perception. People match their activities with
perceived societal norms, even at the expense of
their true selves, in an attempt to fit in and be
accepted [22]. This conduct reflects a desire for
identity and a sense of belonging in a social group
in addition to seeking approval. It is a reflection
of a deeper psychological desire for approval and
validation, which can affect mental health and
self-worth [23]. Moreover, the observation made
by Participant 10 emphasizes even more how
important social acceptance is for forming one's
self-concept and mental stability, especially
during the sensitive teenage years. The urge for
acceptance is a basic psychological trait that
affects how people view themselves and relate to
others [22]. It goes beyond just being a desire for
popularity. Peer interactions have a significant
impact on how people perceive themselves and
their feelings, influencing their identity and
emotional development. These reactions
demonstrate how critical it is to understand how
the desire for acceptance affects behavior and
mental health.

Theme 4: Coping with rejection

The participants’ responses illustrate various
coping mechanisms employed to manage
experiences of rejection. For instance, one
participant mentioned, "I just play games I like
and that's it," indicating a preference for
distraction as a way to cope [24]. Another
participant shared, "Whenever I'm struggling |
just take a rest and do my favorite things and
come back to the thing that | have been struggling
with and do it. Taking a rest can improve my
confidence and mental health" suggesting a
strategy of self-care and rejuvenation to rebuild
confidence after rejection. Another participant
mentioned, "I just stay home, avoid contact, and
decide to work on myself and my thoughts"
indicating a proactive approach to self-

improvement and introspection. Additionally,
one participant expressed, "The most important
thing | do is pray. Because prayer is always the
answer. | talk to my parents to seek guidance. |
listen to music or do peaceful leisure activities to
relax myself. | watch motivational and
inspirational videos about struggle,” revealing a
reliance on spirituality, family support, and
positive reinforcement to navigate feelings of
rejection. Another participant shared, "Yes, |
draw when | feel like I am in a bad mood. My
drawing shows my feelings" highlighting the use
of creative expression as a means to process and
externalize emotions related to rejection [25].
These responses demonstrate how diverse coping
mechanisms are essential for dealing with
rejection in a way that matches each individual's
needs.

Theme 5: Impact of support system
Participants' verbatim comments provide
complex insights into how  supportive
relationships affect people's well-being and self-
perception. Participant 5's response, "They make
me much more confident and satisfied with
myself" demonstrates the direct impact of a
support system on self-worth. This implies that
positive affirmations and encouragement from
supportive  relationships can considerably
improve a person's self-esteem and overall
satisfaction with life Found that positive
affirmations from significant others significantly
boost self-esteem and life satisfaction by
reinforcing a positive self-concept and reducing
negative self-perceptions [26]. Additionally,
supportive relationships can buffer against stress
and foster a sense of belonging and purpose,
further contributing to overall well-being [27].
Furthermore, participant 4's remark, "l do seek
support and help from my family and friends.
Because of that, | would receive words of
encouragement and affirmation, allowing me to
develop my character" highlights the
developmental benefits of seeking support. This
response suggests that supportive words and
actions from family and friends contribute to
personal growth and character development.
Supportive family and peer relationships are vital
for character development, including the
enhancement of moral values, empathy, and
prosocial behaviors indicating that supportive
relationships play a crucial role in shaping an
individual's identity and resilience [28].
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Moreover, Participant 1's  reflection,
"Supported and comforted by teachers and peers,
especially when a student tells their problems"
underscores the role of support in providing
emotional solace and a sense of belonging. This
indicates that the act of sharing personal
problems and receiving support from teachers
and friends creates a supportive environment that
fosters emotional well-being and social
connection. Finally, Participant 7's
acknowledgment, "Yes, because if | just bottle up
my emotions | would overthink a lot," highlights
the negative consequences of lacking a support
system. This suggests that without an outlet to
express emotions and  receive  support,
individuals may experience increased stress and
overthinking, underscoring the importance of
supportive relationships in promoting mental
health and well-being.

These reactions demonstrate how supportive
relationships  provide numerous benefits,
including increased self-esteem, personal growth,
comfort, and stress relief. They demonstrate how
social support is critical for well-being,
emphasizing its role in conquering life's
challenges. Individuals with strong social support
networks experience greater  self-esteem,
personal growth, and reduced stress levels [29].

Theme 6: Educator and policymaker support
The verbatim answers of participants provide
profound insights into the impact of educator and
policymaker support on kids' well-being and
academic progress. Participant 1 describes a case
in which teachers not only consoled and
supported them in the face of criticism but also
offered a proactive method to resolving the issue,
emphasizing educators' role in advocating for
students' interests, emphasizing the need for
teachers to advocate for equitable access to
resources and opportunities, noting that such
advocacy is vital for addressing disparities and
ensuring all students can thrive. Participant 2's
story highlights the powerful impact of educator
support in assisting them in navigating social
problems, demonstrating how educators may
play a critical role in enabling students' social and
emotional development, emphasizing the
importance of teacher training to effectively
support students' social and emotional growth,
noting that well-prepared educators can create a
positive classroom climate that nurtures students'
development [30]. Similarly, Participant 3's
experience highlights the importance of

educators' words of encouragement and direction,
demonstrating how such support can create
resilience and confidence in students undergoing
transformations.

Furthermore, Participant 5's acknowledgment
of being recognized as a bright student
demonstrates the favorable influence of educator
recognition on students' self-esteem and drive. It
emphasizes  that  teacher  praise  and
acknowledgment can enhance students' intrinsic
motivation and drive to succeed, leading to better
educational outcomes [31]. Participant 6 provides
a broader perspective, emphasizing the
importance of lawmakers in impacting students'
well-being through educational policies. This
response underlines the need for policies that
foster a friendly and conducive learning
environment, while warning against those that
may unintentionally burden students. These
responses underline the essential roles that
educators and policymakers play in providing
students with a pleasant and empowered
educational  experience, emphasizing the
importance of supporting and inclusive
educational policies and practices, emphasizing
that inclusive education policies contribute to
better academic and social outcomes for all
students, including those with disabilities, by
ensuring access to appropriate resources and
support.

Theme 7:
understanding
The participants' responses advocate for various
strategies to cultivate empathy and social
understanding among students. Integrating
social-emotional learning curricula, as suggested
by Participant 1 and Partisipan 3, underscores the
importance of developing emotional intelligence
and conflict resolution skills, essential for
fostering empathetic interactions. Encouraging
students to share their viewpoints, as proposed by
Participant 5, promotes understanding and
respect for diverse perspectives, fostering a
culture of empathy and open-mindedness.
Participant 2 emphasizes the role of socialization,
communication, and understanding in creating
positive peer interactions, highlighting the
importance of empathy in building meaningful
relationships.

Additionally, Participant 3's advice on human
nature and communication encourages a mindset
that values empathy and understanding in social
interactions, promoting a more empathetic and

Promoting empathy and
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compassionate school community. These insights
collectively suggest a comprehensive approach to
promoting empathy, encompassing curriculum
development, peer interactions, and self-
awareness, highlighting its pivotal role in
creating a harmonious and inclusive school
environment, promoting self-awareness and
reflective practices in students can help them
better understand their own emotions and the
emotions of others, further enhancing empathetic
interactions and reducing conflicts [32].

CONCLUSION

In conclusion, this study has provided important
insights into the significant effect of peer
interactions on the social and emotional well-
being of high school students. It reveals that good
peer connections are critical in developing a
strong sense of belonging and self-worth in
students, but rejection frequently results in

feelings of loneliness and low self-esteem. The
different emotional responses to peer acceptance
and rejection illustrate the complex nature of
teenagers' social dynamics, as well as the critical
role these encounters play in shaping their
identities and emotional resilience.

In light of these findings, educators and
policymakers should prioritize activities that
promote young people’s social and emotional
development. Peer mentoring programs, conflict
resolution training, and accessible emotional
support services can all help students improve
their overall well-being. Furthermore, advocating
for inclusive policies and building empathy in
educational settings are critical steps toward
providing a supportive and nurturing atmosphere
for all kids. By addressing the nuances of peer
interactions, schools can better prepare students
for good social relationships and lifetime
resilience.
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