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Introduction

Brent Staples’s 2004 essay “What Adolescents Miss When We Let Them Grow Up in Cyberspace”
argues that young people need face-to-face experiences in order to develop judgment, accountability,
and adult social competence. His opening memory of visiting a girlfriend’s father transforms that
claim into a concrete scene: the adolescent must speak, read another person’s reactions, manage
discomfort, and accept that an adult can evaluate his behavior. Staples wrote before smartphones,
algorithmic feeds, short-form video, and permanent mobile connectivity changed the meaning of
being “online,” yet the question he raises remains important. Digital communication can support
friendship, creativity, learning, and identity exploration, but it can also displace sleep, local
participation, intergenerational contact, and difficult conversations that teach social regulation. A
contemporary analysis should therefore avoid treating cyberspace as either a developmental disaster
or an uncomplicated benefit. The stronger interpretation is that adolescents need a varied social
environment in which online interaction complements, rather than replaces, embodied relationships
and meaningful responsibility (Staples, 2004; Odgers & Jensen, 2020).

Rhetorical Force and the Limits of the
Displacement Argument

Staples’s most effective rhetorical choice is his autobiographical anecdote because it gives emotional
and ethical weight to an abstract argument. He presents adolescent growth as a process that occurs
through encounters in which a young person cannot completely control the audience, edit every
response, or withdraw without consequence. That experience supports his ethos as a reflective adult
rather than a technical expert, while his concern about isolation and identity deception provides
pathos. The logical structure of the essay is a displacement argument: if adolescents spend more time
in mediated settings, they may have fewer opportunities to practice complex face-to-face interaction,
and reduced practice may weaken social maturity. The weakness lies in treating internet use too
uniformly. A video conversation with a distant relative, collaborative school project, anonymous role-
play, supportive peer group, and compulsive scrolling are not equivalent experiences. Their
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developmental effects depend on purpose, relationship quality, accountability, and what the activity
replaces. Staples’s reasoning is therefore strongest when read as a warning about displacement
rather than a universal causal claim about technology.

Digital and Embodied Social Learning

The distinction between “cyberspace” and the “real world” has also become less persuasive since the
essay was published. Online interaction now affects school relationships, employment opportunities,
political participation, family life, reputation, and physical safety, so digital experiences are real in
their consequences even when they lack physical co-presence. Adolescents also develop genuine
competencies online, including written communication, collaborative problem solving, creative
production, information seeking, and participation in communities that may not exist locally. For
young people who are geographically isolated, disabled, chronically ill, or marginalized in their
immediate environment, digital spaces can provide essential social connection. At the same time,
embodied interaction teaches forms of communication that text and asynchronous media cannot fully
reproduce, including reading posture, tolerating silence, repairing conflict in real time, and adapting
to people outside a chosen network. The educational goal should therefore be breadth rather than
prohibition. Young people benefit when they practice communication across multiple settings and
understand how expectations, consequences, and available social cues change from one medium to
another.

Wellbeing, Privacy, and Developmental Risk

Concerns about loneliness, depression, and adolescent wellbeing require similar precision. Research
often finds associations between problematic or intensive digital use and poorer mental-health
outcomes, yet average effects vary and causal direction is difficult to establish. A distressed teenager
may turn to the internet more often, while particular online experiences can also worsen distress.
Supportive communication with friends may reduce isolation, whereas harassment, social
comparison, compulsive checking, sleep disruption, or repeated exposure to harmful content may
increase vulnerability. The American Psychological Association’s guidance on adolescent social media
similarly emphasizes that effects depend on developmental stage, personal characteristics, content,
and platform features rather than total time alone. This evidence strengthens one part of Staples’s
concern: technological connection does not automatically create emotional connection. It also
corrects the assumption that heavy internet use has one predictable outcome. Researchers and
caregivers should ask what adolescents are doing, how the activity affects them, which relationships
it supports, and what offline experiences are being displaced rather than treating every hour of
screen use as equivalent.

Privacy and identity also look different today from the environment Staples described. He worried that
adolescents could escape adult scrutiny and experiment with false identities, but contemporary
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platforms often create the opposite problem: young people can be persistently identifiable,
commercially profiled, photographed, and judged through content that remains searchable long after
childhood. Identity experimentation is a normal part of adolescence and may be especially valuable
for young people whose local communities are hostile to some aspect of who they are. The risk arises
when experimentation becomes deception, exploitation, or a substitute for every relationship in which
the person is known over time. Healthy supervision therefore requires more than monitoring
messages. Adults should teach consent, account security, audience awareness, permanence,
reporting tools, and the commercial use of personal data while also respecting age-appropriate
privacy. Total surveillance can undermine trust just as complete neglect can expose young people to
preventable harm. Adolescents need increasing autonomy within boundaries that make assistance
available when online experiences become coercive, abusive, or overwhelming.

Reframing Staples for the Present

Staples ultimately remains persuasive because he insists that adulthood is learned through
participation rather than achieved automatically with age. His essay is less convincing when it treats
online and offline life as opposing worlds or implies that traditional adult scrutiny is always beneficial.
Some offline environments are exclusionary, unsafe, or devoid of meaningful roles for young people,
and technology may compensate for opportunities that communities have failed to provide. A more
useful contemporary thesis is that adolescents need a diverse developmental ecology: embodied
relationships, intergenerational contact, private exploration, accountable digital participation, sleep,
learning, play, creative work, and gradual independence. Families and schools should not merely
remove screens; they should create spaces where young people can exercise judgment and
responsibility. Technology companies also influence development through design choices that shape
attention, visibility, and social comparison. The continuing value of Staples’s essay lies in its central
guestion: not whether adolescents should use digital media, but whether the environments
surrounding them provide enough varied experiences to develop empathy, reliability, self-control, and
confident participation in adult society.

Conclusion

Staples’s early critique of adolescent internet use is therefore best understood as a historically
important argument about social displacement rather than a final verdict on digital life. His opening
anecdote demonstrates how awkward face-to-face encounters can teach accountability, while his
broader warning correctly recognizes that technological convenience can allow people to avoid
experiences that develop social competence. Subsequent research, however, shows that online life is
heterogeneous and that its effects depend on individual vulnerability, relationship quality, activity
type, platform design, and the offline opportunities available to the user. Digital spaces can deepen
friendship and creativity as well as magnify harassment, comparison, isolation, and sleep loss. The
practical lesson is not to force adolescents into an imagined pre-internet childhood. It is to ensure that
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no single medium monopolizes development. Young people need opportunities to be known over
time, negotiate differences, contribute to communities, make mistakes, receive feedback, and build
competence across both physical and digital environments. Staples’s question remains relevant
precisely because those developmental needs have not disappeared.
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