How Social Media Rewires the Teenage
Brain

The Science of Likes, Loops, and Lost

Attention

Explore the neuroscience behind social media addiction — how platforms exploit the
brain's reward system, why teenagers ...

B2 Reading - 35 min - Technology

Before You Read — Reflect & Discuss

Consider the following questions and discuss with a partner or your teacher:

1. How much time do you spend on social media each day? Have you ever tried to reduce it?
What happened?

2. Do you think social media has changed the way young people think, communicate, or feel
about themselves? In what ways?

3. Some people say social media is addictive by design. Do you agree? What evidence can
you think of?

Reading

Hooked by Design: How Social Media Captures the Adolescent Mind

A teenager picks up their phone to check the time. Twenty minutes later, they are still scrolling —
through short videos, memes, comments, and stories — with no memory of why they picked up the
device in the first place. This experience, so common that it has become a cultural joke, is not
accidental. It is the result of sophisticated algorithms and design techniques engineered to
capture and hold human attention for as long as possible. And while these techniques affect users
of all ages, neuroscience has revealed that the adolescent brain is uniquely susceptible to their
influence.

The Dopamine Loop

At the heart of social media's power lies the brain's reward system — the same neural circuitry
that responds to food, social connection, and other pleasurable experiences. When a teenager
receives a like, a comment, or a new follower, the brain releases dopamine, a neurotransmitter
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associated with pleasure and motivation. This creates a feeling of satisfaction — but it is brief. The
brain quickly adapts, and the user feels compelled to seek the next stimulus: another post,
another scroll, another notification. Psychologists call this a "dopamine loop" — a cycle of
anticipation, reward, and craving that mirrors the mechanisms found in gambling and other
addictive behaviours.

Social media platforms exploit this loop deliberately. Features such as infinite scrolling, push
notifications, and variable reward schedules — where the quality and timing of content are
deliberately unpredictable — are designed to keep users engaged. The resemblance to a slot
machine is not a coincidence; former technology executives have publicly admitted that these
features were modelled on techniques used by the gambling industry to maximise time spent on
the platform.

Why Teenagers Are Especially Vulnerable

The adolescent brain is still under construction. The prefrontal cortex — the region responsible

for impulse control, long-term planning, and rational decision-making — does not fully mature until
the mid-twenties. Meanwhile, the brain's reward system is already highly active during
adolescence, creating a disparity between the desire for immediate gratification and the ability to
resist it. This neurological imbalance makes teenagers significantly more responsive to social
media's reward signals than adults.

Social factors amplify this vulnerability. Adolescence is a period of intense social development:
teenagers are forming their identities, seeking peer approval, and navigating complex social
hierarchies. Social media provides a constant, quantified measure of social standing — in the form
of likes, followers, and comments — that can feel overwhelmingly important to a teenager whose
sense of self is still being formed. The fear of missing out (FOMO) and the pressure to maintain an
idealised online persona add further layers of psychological stress.

Attention Under Siege

Beyond addiction, researchers are increasingly concerned about social media's impact on
cognitive function — particularly attention. Studies have shown that heavy social media users
perform worse on tasks requiring sustained attention and are more easily distracted. The constant
switching between apps, conversations, and content fragments trains the brain to favour rapid,
shallow processing over deep, focused thinking. Some neuroscientists warn that this pattern, if
reinforced during the critical developmental years of adolescence, could have lasting effects on the
brain's capacity for concentration.

The average teenager now receives over 200 notifications per day. Each notification triggers a
micro-interruption that breaks the flow of whatever the teenager was doing — studying, reading, or
even sleeping. Research has demonstrated that it takes an average of 23 minutes to fully regain
focus after a single interruption. In a world of constant digital stimuli, deep focus has become a
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rare and increasingly valuable skill.

Mental Health: Correlation and Causation

The relationship between social media and teenage mental health has become one of the most
debated topics in contemporary psychology. Large-scale studies have found consistent
correlations between heavy social media use and higher rates of anxiety, depression, loneliness,
and poor sleep quality among adolescents. However, correlation does not prove causation, and
researchers continue to debate whether social media directly causes mental health problems or
whether vulnerable individuals are simply more likely to use social media excessively.

What is less disputed is the role of specific platform features. Algorithms that prioritise sensational
or emotionally provocative content — because it generates more engagement — create an
information environment that is systematically biased towards negativity, outrage, and comparison.
For a teenager already struggling with self-esteem, being repeatedly exposed to idealised images
and curated lifestyles can reinforce feelings of inadequacy and social isolation.

What Can Be Done?

Addressing the problem requires action at multiple levels. At the individual level, strategies such as
turning off non-essential notifications, setting daily time limits, and designating phone-free periods
have been shown to mitigate some of the negative effects. Digital literacy education — teaching
young people to recognise how platforms manipulate their attention and emotions — is
increasingly regarded as essential.

At the requlatory level, several countries have begun introducing legislation to protect minors
online. These measures include age verification requirements, bans on addictive design features
for users under 18, and mandatory transparency about how algorithms select and promote content.
Whether these regulations will prove effective — or whether technology will simply evolve faster
than the law — remains one of the defining questions of the digital age.

Key Vocabulary

algorithms sets of rules or instructions followed Social media algorithms are designed to
by a computer to solve problems or maximise user engagement.
make decisions

susceptible likely to be influenced or affected by The adolescent brain is uniquely susceptible to
something social media's reward signals.
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reward system

dopamine

stimulus

mechanisms

addictive

unpredictable

modelled

prefrontal cortex

disparity

vulnerability

persona

cognitive

sustained

concentration

digital stimuli

correlations

causation

the group of brain structures
responsible for motivation, pleasure,
and reinforcement

a neurotransmitter involved in
pleasure, motivation, and reward

something that causes a specific
reaction in the body or mind

the processes or systems by which
something works

causing a strong, often harmful need
to regularly have or do something

not able to be foreseen; varying in a
way that cannot be anticipated

designed or structured based on a
particular example or pattern

the front part of the brain responsible
for planning, decision-making, and
self-control

a great difference or inequality
between things

the quality of being easily hurt,
influenced, or attacked

the image or personality that a person
presents to the world

relating to the mental processes of
perception, memory, and reasoning

continuing for a long time without
interruption

the ability to direct all your attention
and effort on one thing

electronic signals or content that
provoke a response from the brain

statistical relationships between two
or more things

the relationship between a cause and
its effect
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Social media activates the brain's reward system
through likes and notifications.

Receiving a like triggers a release of dopamine
in the brain.

Each notification acts as a stimulus that draws
the user back to the app.

The dopamine loop mirrors the mechanisms
found in gambling.

Many social media features are deliberately
designed to be addictive.

Variable reward schedules make content
delivery deliberately unpredictable.

Engagement features were modelled on
techniques from the gambling industry.

The prefrontal cortex does not fully mature until
the mid-twenties.

There is a neurological disparity between
reward-seeking and impulse control in
teenagers.

Social factors amplify the vulnerability of
teenagers to social media's effects.

Teenagers feel pressure to maintain an idealised
online persona.

Researchers are concerned about social media's
impact on cognitive function.

Heavy social media users perform worse on
tasks requiring sustained attention.

Constant notifications erode the brain's capacity
for deep concentration.

In a world of constant digital stimuli, deep focus
has become rare.

Studies show correlations between social media
use and anxiety in teens.

Correlation does not prove causation — the
debate continues.
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sensational designed to provoke strong reactions,  Algorithms prioritise sensational content
especially curiosity or shock because it generates more engagement.

reinforce to strengthen or support something, Idealised images can reinforce feelings of
making it more intense inadequacy in teenagers.

mitigate to make something less severe, Setting time limits can help mitigate the negative
harmful, or painful effects of social media.

literacy knowledge and competence in a Digital literacy education teaches young people
particular area to recognise manipulation.

regulatory relating to official rules or laws that Several countries have introduced regulatory
control how something is done measures to protect minors online.

Useful Collocations

social media platform - dopamine loop - reward system - impulse control - attention span - screen
time - mental health - peer pressure - age verification - digital wellbeing - push notification -

algorithm bias - online persona - data privacy - addictive design - content moderation

Reading Comprehension

1. What is a ‘dopamine loop' as described in the text?

a) A medical condition that affects only teenagers

b) A cycle of anticipation, reward, and craving that keeps users seeking more stimulation [
c) A type of software used by social media companies

d) A therapy technique for treating phone addiction
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2. Why are social media reward schedules compared to slot machines?

a) Because they both require coins to operate

b) Because the unpredictable timing and quality of rewards keeps users engaged [1
¢) Because they use the same colours and sounds

d) Because they are both illegal for minors

3. Why are teenagers more vulnerable to social media than adults?
a) Because they have faster internet connections
b) Because they spend more money on apps

c) Because their prefrontal cortex is not fully developed, while their reward system is highly
active O

d) Because they have more free time than adults

4. How does social media affect the ability to concentrate, according to the text?

a) Constant switching between content trains the brain to favour shallow processing over
deep focus [0

b) Social media improves multitasking skills but reduces creativity
¢) It has no measurable effect on concentration

d) It only affects concentration in students under 12

5. What is the difference between correlation and causation as discussed in the text?
a) Correlation means one thing causes another; causation means they happen at the same time

b) Correlation means two things are statistically linked; causation means one directly
causes the other [

c) They mean the same thing in scientific research

d) Correlation only applies to physical health; causation applies to mental health
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6. Why do algorithms tend to prioritise sensational content?
a) Because it is cheaper to produce

b) Because it generates more engagement from users [J

¢) Because governments require platforms to show it

d) Because it is more educational than neutral content

7. What does the text suggest is the most comprehensive approach to the problem?
a) Banning social media entirely for everyone
b) Relying solely on individual willpower

c) A combination of individual strategies, digital literacy education, and regulatory
measures [J

d) Allowing technology companies to regulate themselves

n Vocabulary Exercise — Fill in the Blanks
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algorithms - susceptible - addictive - disparity - persona - sustained - correlations - sensational -

mitigate - literacy

1. Social media are designed to show users content that maximises
engagement.

2. The adolescent brain is particularly to the reward signals created by likes and
notifications.

3. Features like infinite scrolling and push notifications are deliberately designed to be

4. There is a neurological between the desire for instant reward and the ability to
resist it in teenagers.

5. Many teenagers feel pressure to maintain a perfect online that does not reflect
their real life.

6. Heavy social media users often struggle with tasks that require attention and
deep focus.

7. Research has found consistent between heavy social media use and higher

rates of anxiety.

8. Algorithms tend to promote content because it generates the most clicks and
reactions.

9. Setting daily screen time limits can help some of the negative effects of social
media.

10. Digital education teaches young people to understand how platforms
manipulate their attention.

Answer Key
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Vocabulary Exercise Answers
. algorithms
. susceptible
. addictive

. disparity

1

2

3

4

5. persona
6. sustained
7. correlations
8. sensational
9. mitigate

10. literacy

ﬂ Grammar Focus — Key Structures in the Text

B2 Grammar: Passive Causative, Comparison & Hedging
Passive causative: These features were modelled on techniques used by the gambling industry.

Comparative + qualifier: Teenagers are significantly more responsive to reward signals than
adults.

Hedging (academic caution): Correlation does not necessarily prove causation — the debate
continues.

Purpose clause: Algorithms are designed to maximise the time users spend on the platform.

Contrast + concession: While individual strategies help, they are insufficient without regulatory
action.

n Speaking & Writing Tasks
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Speaking Task
Discuss these questions with a partner or your teacher:

m Should social media platforms be legally required to remove addictive design features for
users under 18?7 What are the arguments for and against?

m The text compares social media to gambling. Do you think this comparison is fair, or is it
exaggerated?

m How has social media affected your own ability to concentrate? Can you give a specific
example?

m If you could redesign one social media platform to make it healthier, what changes would
you make?

Useful Phrases for Discussion
The text draws a compelling parallel between social media design and gambling mechanics.

What concerns me most is the long-term impact on adolescents whose brains are still
developing.

While | agree that regulation is needed, | would argue that digital education is equally important.

It is difficult to deny that platforms have a financial incentive to keep users scrolling.

Writing Task
Write a structured essay (180-230 words) on the following topic:

"Social media does more harm than good to young people." Discuss both sides of this
argument and give your own opinion.

Your essay should include an introduction, a paragraph presenting arguments in favour, a
paragraph presenting arguments against, and a conclusion with your personal view. Use
vocabulary and evidence from the text.
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