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Observational Report on Adolescence: A Critical Analysis Through a Youth Work Lens

The Netflix series Adolescence (2025) provides a glaring portrayal of modern youth culture, focusing on the murder of a teenage girl by 13-year-old Jamie and the social, psychological and digital circumstances surrounding the event. The series has caused meaningful debate among educators and youth work practitioners for its exploration of misogyny, online radicalisation, adolescent mental health and the pressures shaping young people’s lives today (Calver et al., 2025). As such, it offers an effective observational case study for examining adolescent transitions, changing relationships and wider social influences. 
This report critically analyses Adolescence through adolescent development theory; the Youth Work in Wales National Occupational Standards (NOS) (Education Workforce Council, 2023) and Early Intervention and Prevention (EIP) frameworks (Welsh Government, 2022). It explores developmental transitions, psychological changes in relationships, social pressures and the role of youth workers in supporting young people’s wellbeing. 
Adolescence is a period of significant biological, cognitive and psychosocial transition. Erikson (1968) identifies this stage as one of identity formation, where young people grapple with questions of selfhood and belonging. Arnett (2014) similarly emphasises heightened emotional intensity and identity exploration as the focal point of this developmental period. 
Jamie’s behaviour demonstrates these transitions. His emotional unpredictability, withdrawal from family and search for belonging align with research showing that adolescents are particularly sensitive to social evaluation and external influence (Steinberg, 2017). The series also brings attention to the role of digital environments in shaping identity. Jamie’s fascination in misogynistic online spaces demonstrates how algorithms and online communities can intensify developmental vulnerabilities, strengthen harmful beliefs and offer a distorted sense of belonging.
Looking through a youth work lens, these transitions align with the Youth Work in Wales NOS principle to support young people through developmental change (Education Workforce Council, 2023). The series challenges the fundamentally flawed narratives of adolescence by placing Jamie’s behaviour within broader developmental and environmental pressures rather than framing it as inherent deviance (Coleman, 2011). This encourages youth practitioners to consider how structural and relational factors shape young people’s choices and vulnerabilities. 
A central theme in Adolescence is the shifting nature of family and peer relationships. Adolescence involves a revision of autonomy, emotional closeness and authority within families (Steinberg, 2017). Jamie’s parents struggle to understand his emotional wellbeing and their limited awareness of his online behaviours reflects research showing that parents often underestimate digital risks (Ofcom, 2024). Their attempts to maintain boundaries are undermined by a lack of communication and emotional responsiveness. 
Attachment theory suggests that adolescents continue to require strong relational bases even as they seek independence (Allen & Manning, 2024). Jamie’s emotional isolation and lack of meaningful communication leave him without a safe space to process feelings of confusion and insecurity. This absence contributes to his reliance on online communities that offer simplistic, harmful narratives about masculinity and power. 
Peer influences are equally significant. Social learning theory (Bandura, 1977) helps to explain how Jamie internalises misogynistic norms through observation, reinforcement and digital echo chambers. The peer group’s silence and complicity reflect the pressures adolescents face to conform and avoid vulnerability. These dynamics align with the Youth Work in Wales NOS emphasis on building positive relationships and recognising relational context that shape behaviour (Education Workforce Council, 2023). 
The series emphasises how the absence of supportive relationships, both familial and peer based, can leave young people vulnerable to harmful influences. It stresses the need for youth workers to engage young males in reflective conversations about masculinity, relationships and emotional expression. 
Adolescence situates Jamie’s story within wider social pressures, including digital culture, gender inequality and community stress. The rise of online misogyny, the influence of figures such as Andrew Tate and the normalisation of gender-based violence among young men reflects broader societal shifts (GOV.UK, 2025). These pressures are structural rather than individual, driven by economic insecurity, cultural norms and technological change.
The series also focuses on the role of school as both a protective and pressurising environment. Educators in the Open Screens roundtable noted that the series accurately depicts academic pressure, social hierarchies and the invisibility of early warning signs (Calver et al., 2025). This is underpinned by research showing that schools can be both sites of support and sources of stress particularly for boys navigating masculinity norms (Renolds, 2018).
Although not the focal point, this series also hints at socioeconomic factors shaping family stress, limited support networks and reduced community cohesion. These influences are well documented determining factors of youth wellbeing and behaviour. (Sampson, 2012). The Youth Work in Wales NOS require youth workers to understand the wider context affecting young people’s lives and address structural barriers to participation and wellbeing (Education Workforce Council, 2023). Jamie’s story shows how social pressures, when combined with developmental vulnerabilities can create pathways to harm. 
Youth workers have a crucial role in supporting young people’s psychological wellbeing and transitions. Even though youth workers don’t appear in Adolescence, the gaps in Jamie’s support network emphasis where youth work could have intervened. Youth workers have a responsibility to identify and respond to safeguarding concerns, including online radicalisation, misogyny and emotional dysregulation. The Youth Work in Wales NOS highlights promoting young people’s safety and wellbeing (Education Workforce Council, 2023). Jamie’s unmonitored exposure to harmful online content demonstrates the importance of digital literacy and resilience programmes. Youth workers could have supported Jamie to critically evaluate online messages and recognise harmful content. 
Youth workers are in a great position to support young males in developing emotional vocabulary, empathy and reflective skills. Research demonstrates that boys lack safe spaces to discuss vulnerabilities and identity (Flood, 2019). This series shows the consequences of this absence. Youth workers could have facilitated group workshops or one-to-one sessions exploring masculinity, emotional expression and respectful relationships. 
Adolescence is already being used in schools to facilitate discussions about misogyny and online influences (Into Film, 2025). Youth workers can extend this by creating informal learning spaces where young people critically analyse online content and challenge harmful norms. This aligns with The Principles of Youth Work in Wales of youth provisions being focused on activity that is both in formal and non-formal (Youth Work in Wales Review Group, 2022). 
Jamie’s story exposes the need for a coordinated multi-agency response involving schools, families, youth services and mental-health professionals. The Youth work in Wales NOS (Education Workforce Council, 2023) stresses the importance of partnership working, and the series Adolescence shows fragmented support system can fail to identify escalating risks. Youth workers could have acted as connectors, ensuring concerns were shared and addressed collaboratively. 
An Early Intervention and Prevention (EIP) framework stresses identifying emerging needs before they escalate into crisis and providing timely, developmentally appropriate support (Welsh Government, 2022). When aligned to Adolescence, the framework highlights several missed opportunities where a youth worker could have intervened. 
In Adolescence, Jamie presents with early indicators of distress, including withdrawal, emotional suppression and increased immersion in online spaces. A youth worker embedded in school or community settings could have recognised these signs and initiated supportive engagement. This aligns with Youth Work in Wales NOS requirement to identify and respond to early signs of concern (Education Workforce Council, 2023). Youth work is grounded in voluntary, trusting relationships. A youth worker could have provided Jamie with a safe relational space to explore emotions, identity and pressures, something which is absent in his family and school environments.
Youth workers with experience in digital youth work could have facilitated critical discussions about online influencers, algorithms and misogynistic content. Research shows that early conversations about online harm reduce susceptibility to radicalisation (Livingstone & Third, 2017). Group work and/or one-to-one sessions could have supported Jamie to develop emotional literacy, empathy and healthier understandings of masculinity and gender norms, which are key preventative factors in reducing gender-based harm (Flood, 2019).
Youth workers could have also supported Jamie’s parents to understand digital risks, recognise early signs of distress and improve communication, which is supported by Youth Work in Wales NOS principles of a holistic approach and family inclusive practice (Education Workforce Council, 2023). 
To conclude, Adolescence offers a powerful portrayal of the challenges facing young people in the digital age. Through its interpretation of developmental transitions, shifting relationships and social pressures, the series provides valuable insights for youth workers seeking to support adolescent wellbeing. When analysing the series through the Youth Work in Wales NOS and EIP frameworks, the narrative highlights the importance of safeguarding, understanding of relationships and critical media literacy and contextualised support. An EIP affiliated youth worker could have acted as a bridge between school, family and community services. Ensuring concerns were shared and addressed collaboratively through a multi-agency practice. Adolescence shows how systemic gaps, rather than personal challenges contribute to harm. An EIP informed youth worker could have disrupted Jamie’s trajectory by providing timely, relational and contextualised support. Ultimately, the series draws attention to the need for proactive, preventative youth work that engages with young people’s life’s, digital behaviours, emotional development and social environments to prevent harm and promote resilience. 
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