Mom was right: Teenagers’ brains can’t process what's important and what’s not

Adults are generally pretty good at being able to tell when a situation is worthy of extra time or
concentration. Research has found that, when potential rewards or losses are higher, for example, adults
will perform better on tasks. But this doesn’t seem to be the case for adolescents.

Catherine Insel, at Harvard University, and her team asked adolescents between the ages of 13 and 20 to
play a game while lying in an fMRI brain scanner. In some rounds of the game, participants could earn 20
cents for a correct response, while an incorrect one would cost them 10 cents. But in rounds with higher
stakes, correct responses were worth a dollar, and wrong answers lost the participants 50 cents.

The team found that while the older volunteers performed better in the high stakes rounds, the younger
ones didn’'t — their performance didn’t change in line with whether the stakes were low or high. And the
older the volunteers were, the more improved their performance was. “Interestingly, the ability to adjust
performance according to the stakes at play emerged gradually across adolescence,” says Insel.

The findings explain why some adolescents are so nonchalant when it comes to risky behaviours,
says Kathrin Cohen Kadosh, at the University of Surrey, UK.
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