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CHAPTER THREE

Your Mind 
and Mood

Since the beginning of her career, Taylor Swift has written and 
sung about young love, heartbreak, loss, joy, and all the confus-
ing, overlapping emotions that people feel as they move from ado-
lescence into adulthood. Her skills as a songwriter and performer 
have made her one of the most popular entertainers on the planet. 

But one of the main reasons she has millions of fans is that she 
writes and sings about emotional subjects in ways that people—
girls and young women in particular—can immediately identify 
with and be reminded that their feelings are valid. The desire for 
validation and to feel seen and understood is particularly strong 
among young people, who devote a lot of time and energy to 
trying to sort out the emotions swimming around in their brain. 
Naomi Torres-Mackie, a New York City psychologist, told Time
magazine that Swift’s songs remind listeners that “any emotion-
al experience is important, and it’s worth singing about.”24 While 
most of Swift’s fans may be female, boys and young men should 
also trust that their feelings are valid, justifi ed, and important parts 
of their identity.

In music and poetry, the heart is often referred to as the source 
of all feelings, but of course it’s really the brain that is doing all 
the emotional work. And because the teenage brain is going 
through a lot of change and growth, the emotion-control parts 
of the brain can generate especially deep feelings, overreactions, 
mood swings, cringeworthy behaviors, and other sensations that 
are normal for the age but are still sometimes hard to understand, 



accept, or explain. Knowing what’s going on in your brain when 
your heart is overwhelmed with competing, confl icting, and com-
manding emotions may help you manage or at least understand 
your feelings a little better.

How the Brain Makes You Feel
Just as certain regions of the brain are responsible for memory, 
problem-solving, planning, and so on, specifi c parts of the brain 
are also devoted to a person’s emotional responses. The main 
emotional network in the brain is known as the limbic system, 
with the amygdala as the hub, and regions such as the hypo-
thalamus, hippocampus, and prefrontal cortex also involved. 

A primary reason Taylor Swift 
is so popular is that she writes 
songs about emotional subjects 
in ways that people can identify 
with, so they are reminded that 
their feelings are valid.



The process begins with sensory information being processed 
by the amygdala, which assesses the stimuli (a hug from a par-
ent, a comment from a friend, the sound of screeching tires, and 
so on) for emotional signifi cance and potential threats. A threat 
(emotional or physical) involves the hypothalamus, which initiates 
a fi ght-or-fl ight response and the release of hormones such as 
adrenaline. Emotional stimuli may also recruit the hippocampus 
to create a memory of the event or draw on existing memories to 
help form a reaction. Fond memories of visiting a grandparent’s 
house, for instance, may generate positive feelings even before 
you arrive there for your next visit. The prefrontal cortex also gets 
involved to evaluate a situation and send signals to the amygdala 
to help shape a response. 

In the teenage brain, the amygdala is highly reactive—more 
so than at any other time of life. As a result, adolescents can re-
act similarly to real dangers (such as rushing to get inside during 
a lightning storm) as well as perceived dangers or threats (as-
suming they’re being gossiped about by classmates). This is also 

The Adolescent Brain on Social Media
Social media can be a convenient way to stay connected to friends, enjoy various types 
of content, and express ideas. But too much social media use may affect brain develop-
ment in adolescence. A 2025 study in the medical journal JAMA Network Open found 
that an increase in social media use corresponded to an increase in depression symp-
toms. Other studies have also linked high levels of social media use with greater risks 
of depression, anxiety, and feelings of isolation and hopelessness. More time spent 
using social media also increases the risk for cyberbullying, with the risks particularly 
high among LGBTQ youth. 

Psychologist Anne Marie Albano, co-clinical director of the Youth Anxiety Center 
at New York-Presbyterian Hospital in New York City, recommends teens seek out more 
positive, in-person experiences away from their phones. Face-to-face interactions can 
help young people develop self-esteem and a sense of community. “This engagement 
is extremely bene� cial for your personal growth and development, and it doesn’t hap-
pen when you’re online,” Albano says. She suggests kids try to spend less than two 
hours a day online.

Quoted in New York-Presbyterian, “Is Social Media Threatening Teens’ Mental Health and Well-Being?” February 28, 
2020. www.healthmatters.nyp.org.
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why teenagers may view a neutral text or comment by a friend, 
classmate, teacher, or parent as hostile or threatening, while an 
adult may not see any negative emotion associated with that 
communication. Marwa Azab, an adjunct professor of psychol-
ogy and human development at California 
State University, Long Beach, explains that 
brain imaging can help explain how people 
respond emotionally to different stimuli. In 
a study of children, teens, and adults, re-
searchers used magnetic resonance imaging 
(MRI) scans of the subjects’ brains to assess 
the activation of the amygdala when those in-
dividuals looked at pictures of people all with 
neutral facial expressions. The study fi ndings 
showed much greater amygdala activation 
among teens compared to children or adults. 
“Teens interpret a neutral expression as neg-
ative,” Azab wrote in a blog for Psychology Today. “So, if the 
soccer coach is not overly smiling, a teen might interpret that as 
‘my coach hates me.’ To summarize, teens are highly emotional 
because of a hyperactive amygdala that generates many ‘danger’ 
false alarms and slow, ineffi cient connections between the logical 
PFC [prefrontal cortex] and the emotional amygdala.”25

Hormonal Influences
Also contributing to the highly emotional nature of the teenage 
brain is a greater fl uctuation in neurotransmitters and hormones, 
such as serotonin (a “feel-good” hormone), cortisol (a stress hor-
mone), and GABA (a neurotransmitter that slows down or blocks 
certain nerve signals to help control stress, fear, and even physi-
cal pain). If levels of serotonin are down, for example, your mood 
is likely to be down, too. Low levels of GABA can make you anx-
ious and bring on insomnia. Too much cortisol circulating in your 
brain means you stay stressed. While activities such as exercise 
and meditation may help regulate levels of those and other key 

“Teens are highly 
emotional because of a 
hyperactive amygdala that 
generates many ‘danger’ 
false alarms and slow, 
inef� cient connections 
between the logical PFC 
[prefrontal cortex] and the 
emotional amygdala.”25

— Marwa Azab, adjunct professor 
of psychology and human 
development at California State 
University, Long Beach
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hormones and neurotransmitters, those levels can also move up 
and down regardless of what you’re doing.

In adulthood, a person’s hormone and neurotransmitter levels 
become less chaotic. The prefrontal cortex also becomes fully 
developed, so emotions bursting out of the limbic system can be 
tempered by greater impulse control and a more sophisticated 
ability to consider consequences. Waiting until your logical mind 
catches up to your emotional mind isn’t easy, but that time will 
come. Until then, understand that your moods may change a 
lot—even over the course of one day—but that’s normal.

In adulthood, the prefrontal cortex becomes fully developed, so 
emotions bursting out of the limbic system can be tempered by 
a more sophisticated ability to consider consequences.
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Moods and Mental Health
The rapidly changing teenage brain, coupled with physical and 
social changes, can make teens more vulnerable to mental health 
problems. Many mood disorders fi rst appear in adolescence. 
These include depression, eating disorders, anxiety, substance 
use disorders, insomnia and other sleep problems, and bipolar 
disorder. “Child and adolescent mental health disorders are the 
most common illnesses that children will experience under the 
age of 18. It’s pretty amazing, because the number’s so large that 
I think it’s hard to wrap our heads around it,”26 says Dr. Harold 
Koplewicz, founding president of the Child Mind Institute.  

The World Health Organization estimates that one in seven 
young people ages ten to nineteen experience a mental disorder. 
Some research suggests that the percentage of kids dealing with 
a mental health condition may be higher. The severity and duration 
of the disorder can vary signifi cantly from one person to another, 
but it’s safe to assume that a lot of people in your life—perhaps 
even you—are dealing with some type of emotional or psychologi-
cal struggle.

Making the distinction between normal and healthy emotions, 
moods, and feelings that might indicate the presence of a mental 
health problem is important, yet challenging. And because of the 
highly sensitive emotional centers of the brain, coupled with the 
still-forming connections between the emotional and logical brain 
centers, adolescents are more susceptible than adults to mood 
disorders, such as depression and anxiety. Mental health risks are 
also heightened during the teen years due to intense hormonal 
shifts, physical changes, and the outsized infl uence of peer and 
social pressures. Increased self-awareness and identity exploration 
also play a role in putting kids at risk for mental health challenges.

Looking for Triggers
Determining whether your feelings rise to the level of a diagnos-
able condition such as depression, anxiety, an eating disorder, or 
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