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Nelson et al., 2005). As shown in 
Figure 5.8, the social brain can be 
seen as composed of areas involved 
in the detection of social processes 
including face recognition (the 
fusiform face area [FFA]), emo-
tional recognition (the amygdala, 
insula, and anterior cingulate cortex 
[ACC]), and regulating cognitive 
processes involving the frontal areas 
of the brain.

Preference for human faces 
begins short ly  af ter  bir th in 
humans. As the child matures, cor-
tical areas such as the FFA in the 
temporal lobe show greater dif-
ferentiation. Through its connec-
tions comes the ability to recognize 
and remember faces, which con-
tinues into adulthood. As will be 
noted in this chapter, individuals 
with autism spectrum disorder do 
not focus on the faces—especially 
the eyes—of others. Increased dif-
ferentiation of emotional facial 
expression involves the amygdala. 
Interestingly enough, adolescents 
show greater reactivity to emotional 
faces than adults.

One area of the brain that is gain-
ing interest from researchers is the ventromedial prefrontal cortex (vmPFC) (M. Roy, Shohamy, 
& Wager, 2012). The vmPFC appears to be important when affective responses are influenced 
by conceptual information about specific outcomes. In this way, it serves as a hub that links this 
affective-conceptual information with the brain stem, which is involved in emotional responses 
of the entire organism through autonomic and endocrine regulation. This includes emotion, 
emotion regulation, fear conditioning and extinction, episodic and semantic memory, prospec-
tion, economic valuation, self-directed cognition, and understanding the feelings and intentions 
of others. As such, it is an evolutionarily important structure that coordinates information vital 
for survival. The disruption of this system is associated with PTSD, depression, and dysregulation 
related to chronic stress and pain.

CONCEPT CHECK

•• What characteristics of adolescence contribute to the fact that that period marks the peak onset 
of many psychopathologies? Does this mean that adolescence “causes” psychopathology? Why 
or why not?

•• What evidence can you cite to show the importance of the social context to risk taking among 
adolescents?

•• The brain structures involved in social interactions can be organized into three processes. 
What are these processes, what specifically do they do, and how are they represented in the 
brain?

FIGURE 5.8 What Areas of Your Brain  
Are Involved in Social Processing?
The social brain can be seen as composed of areas involved in the detection of social 
processes including face recognition (the fusiform face area [FFA]), emotional recognition 
(the amygdala, insula, and anterior cingulate cortex [ACC]), and regulating cognitive 
processes involving the frontal areas of the brain. Overall, the social brain is involved in 
social processing, which includes a detection node that receives information from brain 
areas involved in emotional processing. These areas interact with the frontal areas 
related to cognitive regulation.

Source: Nelson et al. (2005, pp. 163–174).
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