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Adolescence
Most of us remember adolescence as a kind of double 

negative: no longer allowed to be children, we are not yet 
capable of being adults. - Julian Barnes

• Adolescence, generally described as ages 12-18 years, is a 
period of significant social, emotional and physical 
development

• Many behaviors, including weight-related behaviors, are 
established in adolescence and continue into adulthood

• To support the adoption of healthy behaviors, emerging research 
suggests approaches tailored to teens that meet them where they 
are developmentally



Overview
•Adolescent Brain

•Obesogenic Behaviors

•How we can meet teens where they are

o Dissonance Interventions

o Behavioral Economics Interventions

• Community Showcase Videos



The Developing Adolescent Brain

• Adolescent paradox: Peak health, 
vitality, mental capacity & 
increased risk-taking/questionable 
decision-making

• Emotion centers in the brain 
mature faster than cognitive 
control regions

• Intense experience of 
emotions

• Difficulties foreseeing 
consequences, making 
decisions, inhibiting behaviors

• Increased need for autonomy, 
peer acceptance



The Developing Brain 
& Teen Behavior

• Disordered eating onset peaks in 
adolescence

• Binge eating

• Dieting

• Body dissatisfaction

• Obesogenic behaviors are solidified 
in adolescence as well

• Sleep

• Sedentary behavior/Physical 
inactivity

• Eating for purposes other than 
hunger (e.g. stress)

So…..



…How can we meet 
adolescents where they are 
in promoting healthy values 

& behaviors?



Dissonance: 
Capitalize on 
the Desire to 

Rebel

• Adolescents are capable of critical 
thought

• Dissonance is based on premise 
that when ideals ≠ behaviors, 
behaviors change to match ideals

• Capitalize on need for autonomy 
when encouraging rejection of 
unhealthy ideals

• “Dieting is bad for your health” vs. 
“The diet industry is out to take 
your money”

• “Soda will rot your teeth” vs. “The 
beverage industry is trying to get 
you hooked on their drinks”

• Dissonance interventions can be 
used to improve multiple health 
behaviors



Dissonance 
Intervention 

for Disordered 
Eating

• Body Project encourages 

individuals to critique Western 

ideas of how women’s bodies 

should look (“thin ideal”)

• Interventions include:
• Discussing costs of pursuing the thin 

ideal

• Letter writing activity

• Mirror exercise

• Role plays 

• Body activism

• Commitment is voluntary

• Shown to be effective in multiple 

clinical trials



Behavioral Economics
• Behavioral Economics: make the healthy choice, the 

easy or default choice
• Policies and programs that require extra work from 

teens are likely to fail
• Smarter Lunchrooms:

versus



The Stressed-Out Teen
• APA’s Stress in America Survey, 31% of teens report feeling 

overwhelmed by stress

• While the mechanism is not fully understood, stress is associated 
with obesity in teens through emotional eating and metabolic 
alterations

• To help teens turn to healthy stress reduction habits (exercise, 
meditation, yoga, etc), we need to make these options easier for 
teens to pursue as compared to overeating, alcohol, drugs, and other                       
risky behaviors

Common Teen Stressors
School work, extracurricular 

activities, social pressure, jobs, 
etc

Increased risk for 
overeating, alcohol & 

drug use, etc



Make Stress Reduction Easy

• Whereas school is a common source of stress for teens, 
it can also be part of the solution 

• Ways that schools can help to reduce student stress:

• Provide physical activity breaks throughout the day

• Limit homework to <2 hours/night or homework-
free weekends

• Have exams before holiday breaks to allow students 
to relax over the holidays



Community Showcase: 
Narragansett High School



The Tired 
Teen

• Research suggests:

1. The circadian rhythm of a teen 
is shifted up to two hours at the 
start of puberty

2. Teens who don’t get enough 
sleep are at increased risk for 
physical and mental health 
problems, car accidents and 
poor academic performance

• The AAP recommends that middle 
and high schools delay the start of 
class to 8:30 a.m. or later 



A Solution: Make Breakfast Easy
• Chrononutrition suggests that eating 

can realign the body’s circadian 
rhythm to external clocks (like high 
school start times)

• While understudied in teens, this 
may help to explain why teens 
who eat breakfast have better 
health outcomes

• High Schools can meet sleepy teens 
with easily accessible breakfast 
options to help awaken their bodies 
and minds



Community Showcase: 
North Providence High School



What Can You Do?
• Engage students a debate on how they are being 

manipulating by the dieting industry and social ideals

• Introduce your students to books and articles that expose 
tactics used by the food industry 

• Be a healthy role model

• Allow students to eat breakfast in the classroom

• Instead of harping on students for sleepiness, start class 
with a meditation exercise or a brief activity break



Conclusions

• Adolescence is a challenging period of 
development

• Educators, coaches, parents and care-providers 
can support teens by meeting them where they 
are developmentally

• Use dissonance and behavioral economics to help 
teens establish healthy behaviors that they will 
carry through to adulthood
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