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YOU ANEW
AS ONE MOVES through the 
teen years, the judgment of peers 
becomes a deep preoccupation. 
Hazardous behaviors grow more 
attractive. And in many cases, ills 

that plague us as adults—
mood problems, eating 

disorders, drug 
abuse—� rst strike. 
But there’s more to 
adolescence than 

angst and excess. In 
her new book, Inventing 

Ourselves, neuroscientist Sarah-
Jayne Blakemore of University 
College London reveals how brains 
morph and new faculties are � exed 
during this tumultuous period of 
self-formation. —MATT HUSTON

TEEN BRAINS ARE 
HYPERSENSITIVE TO SIGNS OF 
SOCIAL REWARD AND REJECTION, 
EXPERIMENTS SUGGEST. 
HOW DOES THIS MAKE SENSE 
DEVELOPMENTALLY?
The whole point of this period of life is to become 
an independent adult. You need to grow more 
and more independent from your family and at 
the same time establish yourself as part of your peer 
group and work out where you lie in complicated 
social hierarchies. There’s a big incentive to be 
accepted by your peers. This increase in the 
importance of the social environment can help 
explain many of the experimental results.

MOST TEENS ARE STILL DEVELOPING 
SELF-CONTROL. WHAT ARE SOME 
OTHER CAPACITIES IN THE WORKS?
Many executive functions, such as the ability to 
inhibit inappropriate responses. Or to plan what 
you’re going to do today or next week or next year. 
That develops quite steeply, as does introspection, 
the ability to be aware of your behavior and thought 
processes . All rely on the prefrontal cortex, which, 
like many brain regions, is undergoing massive 
development during adolescence and into the 20s.
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Taking a Stand
MANY INITIATIVES AIM to get young people excited 
about communal and political engagement, but do 
civically active youth turn out any di� erent from the 
rest? Researchers recently analyzed data gathered from a 
sample of more than 9,000 young Americans as they grew 
from early adolescence into adulthood. The team compared 
youths who were similar on a variety of characteristics (such as school perfor-
mance) but who di� ered—when asked between ages 18 and 27—on whether they 
had recently voted for president, volunteered, or engaged in activism by attending a 
political rally or march. 

When surveyed half a decade later, those who had reported these experiences 
tended to disclose higher levels of education and personal earnings than those who 
had not. Voting and volunteering were additionally associated with fewer reported 
symptoms of depression and lower ratings on an index of risky health behaviors, 
such as smoking. While the correlations do not establish that civic engagement 
caused the outcomes, lead author Parissa J. Ballard of Wake Forest School of 
Medicine and her colleagues hypothesize that civic behaviors could play some 
part by, for example, helping youth develop skills, social support, and professional 
aspirations. 

Not all of the study � ndings were positive: There was some evidence that 
activism is also correlated with risky health behaviors, possibly re� ecting its more 
oppositional nature, says Northwestern University developmental psychologist 
Emma K. Adam, who was not involved in the study. “Activists’ battles are hard-
fought and fraught with frustration,” she says, “potentially contributing to 
behaviors such as drinking and smoking as a way to cope.” —ASHLEY LYLES

MANY PEOPLE HAVE A NEGATIVE 
VIEW OF THE TEEN YEARS, INCLUDING 
THEIR OWN. DOES THE SCIENCE 
CHALLENGE THAT?
The adolescent brain is very plastic; it’s amenable 
to learning and acquiring new information. Some 
studies show that adolescents are particularly 
creative compared to other age groups. The teen 
years can be hard, but teenagers are also very full of 
passion, creativity, and novel thought.

HOW DO TEENS’ RESPONSIVENESS TO 
REWARD—AND RELATIVE SLOWNESS 
TO LEARN FROM PUNISHMENT—
AFFECT THEIR INTERACTIONS WITH 
ADULTS?
Parenting is often largely about punishment: If you 
don’t do this, then you can’t have your pocket money 
or your time on the iPad. And it’s hard to reframe 
that in terms of reward. It doesn’t come naturally, 
I think, to most parents. In fact, there’s quite good 
evidence that immediate rewards—not rewards 
promised at some point in the future—have a bigger 
impact than punishment on adolescent behavior. 
It’s one example of how, generally, it is not ideal to 
assume that your teenager has the same mindset 
that you do.
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