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The Teen Brain vs. Teen Behavior: Which is more useful to understand?  

Dr. Wendy Chambers 

 

BLUF: While the Marine Corps has a vested interest in understanding the behavior of a young force, psychological 

research to date on how the teen brain responds to psychological stimuli – such as human emotions, peer influence, and 

fear – does not increase understanding of teen behavior.  Despite including some measures of behavior, the summarized 

studies below focus primarily on monitoring brain activity. As illustrated by the proposed alternative questions, research 

dedicated to understanding or shaping teen behavior as a primary aim would be of much greater benefit to the Marine 

Corps than the current research on how the teen brain functions. 

Emotional Control: Some psychological studies have shown that adolescents have difficulty in controlling behavioral 

reactions to emotional content (e.g., facial expressions), but not to unemotional content.
 i
 Yet in another study, this 

emotional control (or lack thereof) existed at age four and persisted into middle age, indicating that for some this could be 

a personality trait and not a skill correlated with age at all.
ii
  All of these studies involved monitoring behavior and brain 

activity simultaneously, but the identified brain activity did not aid in understanding why some teens did or did not 

struggle with emotional control.   

 Helpful research for the Marine Corps could address these questions instead: Why do some teens have emotional 

control?  Can the right training or education cultivate emotional control, and if so, what tools or techniques would 

be most effective for teens? How much training or education would be required to sustain the behavior and for 

how long (months, years)? 

 

Peer influence: When in the presence of peers (people of the same age group), some studies show that adolescents are 

more likely than adults to engage in greater risk-taking and prefer more immediate rewards than when alone.
iii
  In 

comparison to adults and children, adolescents have also expressed greater embarrassment when they think peers are 

observing them.
iv

 The power of peer influence among teens is well established, but measuring brain activity in these 

studies did not further our understanding of why this influence is so powerful.   

 Helpful research for the Marine Corps could address these questions instead: How do the thoughts, attitudes, and 

behaviors of the teens unaffected versus affected by peer influence differ? Can the right training or education help 

teens determine when to resist vs. support peers in certain contexts or all contexts? How would this training or 

education impact unit cohesion? 

 

Fear & Stress: Some research shows that adolescents appear more likely than adults or children to have a persistent 

fearful response to a situation,
v
 though understanding the associated brain activity with the fearful behavior

vi
 does not help 

in understanding why the adolescents had the fear response. Similarly, Posttraumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD)
vii

 is 

characterized in part by a persistent fear response to a past event. In a study of 248 Vietnam veterans, a combination of 

youth, pre-war vulnerabilities (e.g., childhood abuse), and severity of combat trauma were all associated with a much 

greater likelihood of experiencing PTSD post-deployment.
viii

 Further research in this area could benefit the Marine Corps.  

 If more research were conducted with warfighters and the above findings stood the test of time, would it be 

beneficial to offer extra support, education, or training to young warfighters (both pre and post-combat) with a 

history of key vulnerability factors? Would this support, education, or training differ according to the types of 

vulnerability factors? Is there a threshold regarding the impact of these vulnerability factors in terms of age or 

duration (e.g., past a certain age or if the aversive event was short or only happened once, do they still adversely 

affect the individual)? 

 

In short, if a young Marine engages in an unwanted activity, it is not helpful at this stage of psychological research to 

understand that such unwanted activity corresponds with activity in certain areas of the brain.  It would be much more 

helpful to understand the various behaviors that actually led to the unwanted activity and the needs behind them. 
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