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There are big changes going on in the lives of adolescents
(taiohi). Not only physically, but also in their social

and emotional development, as they move from being

a tamaiti (child) to becoming an adult. Adolescent
development is a dynamic process between the taiohi
and their environment, with what is going on around
them often also changing during this time.* This article
looks at some of what we know about the social and
emotional changes of adolescence.
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Adolescent development is a dynamic process
between the taiohi and their environment.

Individual differences

Although there are many common features of this
stage of development, there are also large individ-
ual differences. Research tends to look at averages
which can mask the large individual differences.?
Whether we're thinking about the behaviour of taiohi,
their brain development, or psychological develop-
ment, taiohi are a diverse group whose trajectories
vary significantly.?

Each taiohi experiences this time of growth uniquely,
influenced by many factors that shape their individ-
ual paths, including their unique genetic makeup.
Recognising these individual differences deepens
our understanding of how adolescents navigate the
complex challenges, and joys, of growth.

Brain changes

“The adolescent brain develops in a dynamic
and integrative manner, calling on multiple brain
systems and developmental processes to advance
towards maturation.™ In other words, regions of the
brain do not work in isolation; instead, it is many
regions working together that lead to any particular
behaviour.

Different areas of the brain develop and mature at
different times.®* As our knowledge of these changes

grows through scientific understanding, so does our
respect and appreciation for their significance.®

Two key changes are happening:

their brains become more efficient as unused
connections are pruned,

myelination of axons helps the brain to send
messages more quickly.”

Adolescence is a time of:
heightened neural plasticity and
increased sensitivity to social relationships.?

These things make this time of life a great opportunity
to support the healthy development of taiohi, which
in turn strongly influences their future wellbeing.

Developing an identity

Taiohi are forming a sense of who they are, who they
want to be, what they need to do to get there and
their place in the world. Taiohi shape and reshape
their identity over this time.” Changes in their brains
mean they can increasingly think in more abstract
ways.” They can weigh up choices about future
jobs and careers. They can explore their beliefs and
morals; they may decide not to eat meat or may join
a protest group to save the environment.
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Taiohi have
multiple aspects of

their identity which
can affect how they
see themselves,
as well as how
others see them.

Some adolescents ‘try on’ different personalities.”
They may experiment with how they look and how
they behave. While this behaviour may seem false to
adults, it can be a normal part of adolescent devel-
opment. By about 18 years, most young people have
a strong sense of who they are.”

Parents can support taiohi to form an identity by
providing them with a sense of belonging and stabil-
ity, a secure base from which they can explore their
options and develop their values and beliefs.

Taiohi have multiple aspects of their identity which
can affect how they see themselves, as well as how
others see them. Sometimes, some of these aspects
of identity can influence the opportunities or chal-
lenges they face. For example, taiohi who identify
with one or more marginalised groups - perhaps due
to their culture, gender, or sexuality — are more likely
to face challenges than those who identify with more
privileged groups.® The need for adult acceptance
and support for taiohi facing these challenges is par-
ticularly strong.

Their emotions

From puberty, taiohi may experience their feelings
more strongly and may be more emotionally sen-
sitive. Their highs may seem higher and their lows,
lower. The way they react one day may be quite dif-
ferent to another day. They are still learning how to
manage intense feelings and express themselves in
mature ways. As the brain regions that control emo-
tions mature, and they gain practice at managing
‘big feelings’, taiohi become more likely to step back
and think before they respond to situations.”

Taiohi can be very self-conscious and highly sensitive
to other people’s emotions and opinions.” It becomes
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very important to them to feel they belong and to feel
accepted by their peers.” They may sometimes think
that their behaviour is the focus of everyone’s atten-
tion.”® They may be beside themselves with happiness
or feel absolutely miserable as close friendships or
romantic relationships come and go.” This intensity
of emotion usually lessens around mid-adolescence.

While the “thinking ability” of taiohi continues to
mature, they are less able than adults to call on this
consistently; when emotions are running high, it's
more difficult for taiohi to access rational thinking.*
Like any complex skill, practice is needed.

While stronger emotions are

to be expected at times during
adolescence, if a young person’s
reactions seem extreme, continue
for a long time, or if whanau are
concerned, it is important to seek
help. Your doctor is a good place
to start. The earlier the better

as for some taiohi, their strong
emotional reactions may indicate
a need for support with their
mental health.
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helping taiohi find healthy

Parents and other adults
can provide support by

ways to manage stress.

Parents and other adults can provide support by
helping taiohi find healthy ways to manage stress,
and to process thoughts and feelings that may
overwhelm them. For example, having enough sleep,

regular physical activity, good nutrition, and avoid-
ing alcohol and other drugs, all support the wellbeing
and development of taiohi.”
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Ability to see others’ perspectives

As they go through adolescence, taiohi become
much better at ‘mentalising’ i.e. understanding the
perspectives of other people.?? They better appreci-
ate the fact that the thoughts, feelings and beliefs of
others may be different from their own.” Being able to
‘put themselves in someone else’s shoes’ helps them
as they begin to have more complex relationships.

Reading the emotions and social
cues of others

Even from soon after birth, pépi can read expressions
of emotion on the faces of others. They get better at
it as they grow. Taiohi learn to read and process more
complex emotions and pick up on subtle non-verbal
cues.” As they spend more time with their peers, it
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helps to know what others think of them, and whether
or not their peers are signalling approval and accep-
tance. If they sense they’re not ‘fitting in’, they may
change their behaviour to gain peer approval.®® This
desire for peer acceptance can be both positive and
negative, depending on the situation and the values
of the peer group they are part of.?¢

Many adolescents begin to be romantically inter-
ested in others. Their increasing ability to read facial
expressions of emotion and social cues may help
them pick up on romantic interest directed towards
them, such as a flirtatious look or may help them
gauge the ‘suitability’ of a potential partner.”

Context of taiohi development

All this change for taiohi is only part of the picture
of adolescent development. Their environment,
expectations and relationships are usually also
changing and these all influence their social and
emotional development. It’'s important to understand
how interconnected an individual taiohi is with their
environment.?®

There may be a change in school, a larger number
of peers, and more time spent with peers.?’ They may
be making choices about part-time work, learning to
drive, and thinking about their future.

Development is happening whenever and wherever
taiohi spend their time; with family, friends and teach-
ers;athome, atschooland allthe otherplacestheygo.
There are many opportunities to promote healthy
social and emotional outcomes for all taiohi.

Importantly, what has happened earlier in a child’s
life influences the way taiohi navigate their ado-
lescent years.* Their childhood relationships and
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experiences, alongside their genes, have laid the
foundations for their adolescent development to
build on. If these have been largely positive and
well-supported, they will be better placed to navigate
adolescence in healthy ways. If they have not, they
may need more support and understanding from the
adults around them.

The role of adults

Loving and caring family relationships are important
forthe wellbeing of taiohi and support healthy adjust-
ment.® Parents continue to have a strong influence,
although what this looks like changes.* Taiohi still
need advice and guidance from parents and other
adults, as well as space to practise the new skills
they’re developing. “Adolescents crave relationships
and connection to both peers and adults.”*

Understanding the changes that are typical of ado-
lescent development help adults provide positive
relationships and contexts that support healthy
social and emotional development. Taiohi need pos-
itive and ongoing relationships with caring adults in
their lives, both within and beyond their whanau.*
Parents’ behaviour towards their taiohi influences
their emotional and brain development®, even if it
seems they only care what their friends think.

There are many
opportunities to promote
healthy social and emotional
outcomes for all taiohi.
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Adolescence is a time of exciting and challenging This article was written by Hilary Nobilo, MMH (Peri-
development for taiohi. While their bodies, brains and natal and Infant), PGDipChAd, PGCComChH, in 2018;
minds are undergoing transformation, the expec- reviewed and updated by Keryn O’Neill, in 2024.
tations of others and the opportunities of the world It is based on material written by Brainwave Trust
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Social and emotional development are core aspects Tamariki.

of this growth. This is influenced by many factors
including the unique genetic makeup of taiohi, their
childhood experiences, brain changes, and the sup-
ports and challenges of the environments and rela-
tionships around them.
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If you enjoyed this article, these may also be of interest:

Supporting the Wellbeing of Our Rangatahi

https://brainwave.org.nz/article/supporting-the-well-being-of-our-rangatahi/

Another Way of Looking at Teens: Positive Youth Development

https:/www.brainwave.org.nz/another-way-of-looking-at-teens-positive-youth-development/

Resilient Rangatahi
https://brainwave.org.nz/article/resilient-rangatahi/
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