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ABSTRACT: Background: This study aims to investigate the underlying mechanisms between parental marital
conflict and adolescent short video dependence by constructing a chain mediation model, focusing on the mediating
roles of experiential avoidance and emotional disturbance (anxiety, depression, and stress). Methods: Conducted
in January 2025, the research recruited 4125 adolescents from multiple Chinese provinces through convenience
sampling; after data cleaning, 3957 valid participants (1959 males, 1998 females) were included. Using a cross-sectional
design, measures included parental marital conflict, experiential avoidance, anxiety, depression, stress, and short
video dependence. Results: Pearson correlation analysis revealed significant positive correlations among all variables.
Mediation analysis using the SPSS PROCESS macro showed that parental marital conflict directly predicted short
video dependence (𝛽 = 0.269, p < 0.001), and also significantly predicted experiential avoidance (𝛽 = 0.519, p < 0.001),
anxiety (𝛽 = 0.072, p < 0.001), depression (𝛽 = 0.067, p < 0.001), and stress (𝛽 = 0.048, p < 0.05). Experiential avoidance
further predicted anxiety (𝛽 = 0.521, p < 0.001), depression (𝛽 = 0.489, p < 0.001), stress (𝛽 = 0.408, p < 0.001), and short
video dependence (𝛽 = 0.244, p < 0.001). While both anxiety (𝛽 = 0.050, p < 0.05) and depression (𝛽 = 0.116, p < 0.001)
positively predicted short video dependence, stress did not (𝛽 = 0.019, p = 0.257). Overall, experiential avoidance,
anxiety, depression, and stress significantly mediated the relationship between parental marital conflict and short
video dependence. Conclusion: These findings confirm that parental marital conflict not only directly influences
adolescent short video dependence but also operates through a chain mediation pathway involving experiential
avoidance and emotional disturbance, highlighting central psychological mechanisms and providing theoretical
support for integrated mental health and behavioral interventions.

KEYWORDS: Parental marital conflict; experiential avoidance; anxiety; depression; stress; emotional disturbance;
short video dependence

1 Introduction

With the arrival of the 5G epoch, optimal circumstances have been established for the swift expansion
of short form videos. Data reveals that by the conclusion of 2024, TikTok had amassed 2.05 billion registered,
and boasted a worldwide monthly active user count of 1.69 billion [1]. By contrast, Twitter boasted 372.9
million users, YouTube recorded 2.527 billion users, and Instagram had 1.628 billion users [2]. Short videos,
with their concise and highly entertaining format, significantly activate the reward neural circuits of
users [3]. Nevertheless, exposure to this form of media also entails possible hazards. A multitude of
research findings have shown that short video platforms have emerged as the most commonly utilized
applications among adolescents, with their utilization rate reaching as high as 65.3% [4]. For adolescents,
the problem of addiction to short video applications is becoming increasingly prominent, posing significant
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challenges to their physical and mental health [5]. In the United States, adolescents have a high frequency
of using video applications such as YouTube and TikTok, with approximately 16% of adolescents reporting
that they “almost always” access or use YouTube, and among those using TikTok, about 17% indicated
that they “almost always” use the application [6]. Moreover, according to a recent nationwide survey
carried out in China in 2024, it was discovered that 61.8% of middle school students and 65.1% of high
school students engaged in the use of short videos [7]. Research has shown that adolescents are the
main force in short video social media, exhibiting a strong sense of belonging and dependence on these
platforms, with their behavior often exceeding the normal usage time and scope of social media [5].
Short video dependence refers to a behavioral addiction phenomenon in which individuals suffer from
impaired physiological, psychological, and social functioning due to excessive use of short video content or
platforms [8]. Adolescents who are overly dependent on short videos tend to exhibit significant deficiencies
in attention concentration, time management, and learning motivation. Moreover, their social skills may
deteriorate in real-life settings, potentially leading to social anxiety [9]. In summary, this dependent
behavior can lead to numerous negative impacts, including psychological issues such as depression, anxiety,
or stress [10]. Given the widespread use of short videos among adolescents and the profound impact of
this dependency behavior on their development, this study aims to explore the factors influencing short
video dependence among adolescents, with the expectation of better protecting their mental health and
promoting their comprehensive development.

Within the overlapping domain of adolescent mental well being and online activities, factors related to
the family environment are gradually becoming a crucial vantage point for understanding the processes
behind internet dependent behaviors. Statistics indicate that the global proportion of adults aged 35–39
who are divorced or separated has doubled from 2% in the 1970s to 4% in the 2000s [11]. Additionally,
a cross-sectional study conducted in 2019 involving 51,124 Chinese students revealed that 10.72% of
the surveyed students had parents who were divorced [12]. As one of the core dimensions of family
functioning [13], parental marital relationships shape the emotional atmosphere of the family. Therefore,
this study identifies parental marital conflict as the core independent variable and delves into its negative
impacts on adolescents. Parental marital conflict refers to the various contradictions, disagreements, and
discordant interaction patterns that emerge between parents within the marital relationship [14]. According
to Family Systems Theory [15], marital conflict, as a central negative interaction indicator within the family
system, not only reflects the breakdown of the emotional bond between spouses but also permeates parenting
behaviors through a spillover effect [16,17]. Moreover, studies grounded in Neurobiological Theory [18]
have illustrated that persistent family strife can trigger the hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal (HPA) axis
in teenagers. This activation results in irregular cortisol level variations, subsequently heightening their
vulnerability to challenges in managing emotions and controlling behaviors [19]. When individuals’ basic
psychological needs are unmet, they often resort to more negative coping strategies [20]. Adolescents who
fail to meet their psychological needs within the family may turn to the internet for compensation [21],
engaging in dependency behaviors such as excessive immersion in short videos and the internet to escape
family conflicts [22]. Although the negative impacts of parental marital conflict on adolescents have been
well-documented, few studies have explored the influence of parental marital conflict on adolescent short
video dependence within this context. Based on this, this study proposes Hypothesis 1: Parental marital
conflict is significantly positively correlated with adolescent short video dependence.

Frequent verbal arguments, physical altercations, or cold wars between parents can disrupt the
emotional atmosphere of the family [23]. Adolescents often employ negative coping strategies, such as
seeking immediate relief by avoiding negative emotions, a phenomenon theoretically termed experiential
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avoidance (Experiential Avoidance, EA) [24]. Experiential avoidance refers to the tendency of individuals
to evade negative internal experiences (such as emotions, thoughts, and physiological sensations) through
cognitive, emotional, or behavioral strategies [25]. While this avoidance strategy may temporarily help
individuals ignore their negative experiences to achieve short-term adaptation, it can also lead to increased
emotional disturbances, such as anxiety, depression, and stress [26]. A study on adolescent mental health
found that approximately 40% to 50% of adolescents reported using avoidance strategies when facing
emotional disturbances, especially when encountering social adaptation difficulties or family conflicts [27].
Instead of directly addressing problems or emotions, adolescents often choose to avoid them. According to
Behaviorist theory [28], when individuals engage in avoidance behaviors, their negative internal experiences
may be temporarily alleviated but are likely to re-emerge in the future [29]. Moreover, numerous studies
have shown that experiential avoidance behaviors can increase adolescents’ susceptibility to short video
dependence [30]. Short video platforms provide an escape from reality, with engaging and mindless
content that diverts adolescents’ attention from real-life problems [3]. This short-term relief, however,
comes at the cost of long-term dependence. For example, adolescents may find it difficult to control their
viewing time, remain preoccupied with short videos even while engaged in other activities, and experience
withdrawal-like symptoms when attempting to reduce usage [5]. This study focuses on experiential
avoidance as the core mediating mechanism and explores its key role between parental marital conflict
and adolescents’ short-video dependence. In summary, parental marital conflict fosters an environment
conducive to experiential avoidance in adolescents, which in turn significantly increases the risk of short
video dependence [30,31]. Based on these findings, this study proposes Hypothesis 2: Experiential avoidance
mediates the relationship between parental marital conflict and adolescent short video dependence.

According to the Emotion Regulation Theory [32], when individuals are confronted with emotional
distress that cannot be effectively managed, they tend to adopt specific strategies to regulate this
uncomfortable state. Parental marital conflict is a potent stressor in the lives of adolescents [33], not
only inducing experiential avoidance behaviors but also causing negative emotional disturbances [34].
Emotional dysregulation denotes the incapacity of an individual to efficiently regulate their emotions. It is
mainly typified by adverse emotional states like anxiety, depressive feelings, and stress, all of which hinder
the healthy handling of stressful situations and difficulties [35]. A representative meta-analysis comprising
1.53 million individuals from 113 countries showed that the prevalence of emotional disturbance increased
from 25% in 2009 to 31% in 2021 [36]. Moreover, the severity of common emotional disturbances, including
anxiety, depression, and stress, is deepening and has become a growing concern among young people
worldwide [37]. In the United States, approximately 70% of adolescents experience stress or anxiety daily,
and nearly 90% regard stress as a major issue facing their generation [38]. Furthermore, as per the Global
Burden of Disease report issued by theWorld Health Organization, it is predicted that depression will surpass
other conditions to become the top global disease burden by 2030 [39]. Severe distress, high incidence and
mortality rates, and psychosocial dysfunction are often associated with emotional disturbances [40]. The
family is a crucial environment for adolescent development, and parental conflicts can disrupt the harmony
and stability of the home [14]. When parents involve their adolescent children in conflicts, the children
may perceive these conflicts as having a greater negative impact than the parents realize, and frequent
involvement may lead to depression, anxiety, behavioral problems, or difficulties at school [41]. According
to Stress Theory [42], stressors activate an individual’s stress response. When adolescents are exposed to the
chronic stressor of parental marital conflict, their psychological stress levels can significantly increase [43].
This stress can make adolescents feel helpless and, in turn, affect their emotional regulation abilities [44].
Under such circumstances, adolescents are highly likely to seek ways to alleviate their emotions, and short
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video platforms provide a convenient means of escaping reality [45]. The diverse content and immersive
experience of short videos can temporarily divert adolescents’ attention and offer relief from emotional
disturbances [46]. However, while this escape behavior may provide short-term stress relief, it can lead to
excessive dependence on short videos and increase the risk of short video addiction in the long term [47].
Studies have shown that adolescents with higher levels of emotional disturbance are more prone to short
video addiction as a means of escaping various challenges in life [48]. In summary, parental marital conflict
indirectly affects the risk of adolescent short video dependence by increasing their psychological stress,
forming the second mediating pathway from parental marital conflict to adolescent short video dependence.
Based on these findings, this study proposes Hypothesis 3: Emotional disturbances (anxiety, depression,
and stress) mediate the relationship between parental marital conflict and short video dependence.

Unlike most existing studies focusing on a single mediating variable or simple pathway, this study is
the first to systematically construct the chain mediation model “parental marital conflict → experiential
avoidance → emotional disturbance → short-video dependence”, aiming to reveal how parental marital
conflict affects adolescents’ short-video dependence via the dual psychological mechanisms of experiential
avoidance and emotional distress. Based on the preceding discussion, the impact of experiential avoidance
on adolescent emotional disturbance can be explained through dual pathways of behavioral inhibition
and cognitive distortion [49]. On one hand, experiential avoidance leads to adolescents missing out on
opportunities to practice problem-solving, resulting in a behavioral inhibition effect [50]. When adolescents
cope with parental marital conflict by avoiding conflict situations or suppressing their inner feelings,
their core abilities, such as emotional management, are unlikely to be effectively developed [51]. The
lack of these abilities generalizes to other life domains, such as academics and social interactions, making
adolescents more likely to exhibit withdrawal behaviors when facing new stressors, thereby exacerbating
the accumulation of emotional disturbance [52]. On the other hand, experiential avoidance enhances
sensitivity to emotional disturbance through a cognitive distortion mechanism. Long-term suppression of
negative emotions leads adolescents to doubt their own coping abilities, forming negative cognitions [53].
This cognitive bias not only reduces psychological resilience but also increases the subjective evaluation
intensity of stress events, leading to a significant rise in stress levels [54]. Additionally, positive emotions are
negatively correlated with anxiety and depression, while negative emotions are positively correlated with
anxiety [55] and depression [56]. When individuals face chronic family conflicts, such as parental marital
conflict, experiential avoidance may provide temporary relief from negative emotions but hinders effective
problem-solving in reality, thereby continuously causing emotional disturbance [57]. The increased level of
emotional disturbance further weakens individuals’ self-control abilities, making them more likely to rely
on external stimuli, such as short videos, to seek escape and thereby increasing the risk of dependence [58].
Based on the above theoretical and analytical framework, this study proposes Hypothesis 4: Experiential
avoidance and emotional disturbance (anxiety, depression, and stress) play a chain-mediating role between
parental marital conflict and adolescent short video dependence.

Unlike previous studies that predominantly focus on single mediators or simple pathways, this research
systematically constructs a chainmediationmodel of “parental marital conflict→ emotional distress (anxiety,
depression, and stress) → experiential avoidance → short-form video dependence” (see Fig. 1). The present
study aims to examine whether anxiety, depression, and stress operate through differential pathways in the
relationship between parental marital conflict and short-form video dependence, and to investigate the role
of experiential avoidance as a crucial bridge between emotional distress and behavioral dependence.
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Figure 1: Hypothetical mediation model.

2 Methods

2.1 Participants

In January 2025, this study employed a convenience sampling method to recruit an initial sample
of 4125 adolescents from five provinces in China: Hunan, Sichuan, Shaanxi, Shanxi, and Anhui. The
sampling strategy considered geographical representation (in the central-eastern, northwestern, and
southwestern regions), economic development gradients (from high to low), and demographic diversity
to enhance the approximate representativeness of the sample relative to the broader Chinese adolescent
population. This study was approved by the Biomedical Ethics Committee of Jishou University (Approval
No.: JSDX-2024-0086), and informed consent was obtained from all participants. Data were collected using
standardized paper-based questionnaires administered collectively at the class level. Prior to data collection,
a passive informed consent procedure was implemented: informed consent forms were distributed to
students through their schools for guardians to review. The forms clearly outlined the study’s purpose,
content, privacy protectionmeasures (including anonymization), and the principle of voluntary participation,
noting that participants could withdraw at any time without negative consequences. If no objection was
returned within 15 calendar days, consent was assumed by default [59].

The questionnaire was standardized and included detailed instructions to minimize errors. A pilot test
indicated an average completion time of 10 min, aligning with adolescents’ cognitive characteristics. After
data collection, a dual quality control mechanism was applied to screen the returned questionnaires: first,
manual verification of response times was used to exclude outliers that fell significantly outside the normal
range; second, pattern recognition techniques were employed to identify and exclude invalid responses
with systematic biases, such as consecutive identical answers. This rigorous data-cleaning process ensured
the validity and reliability of the final analytical sample, providing a high-quality foundation for subsequent
statistical analysis. After excluding invalid responses, the final sample comprised 3957 valid questionnaires,
yielding an effective response rate of 93.97%. The sample included 1959 boys (49.5%) and 1998 girls (50.5%),
with a mean age of 14.71 ± 1.44 years. Among the participants, 149 were elementary school students (3.8%),
1786 were junior high school students (45.1%), and 2022 were senior high school students (51.1%).
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2.2 Measurement Tools

2.2.1 Parental Marital Conflict

In this study, the Parental Marital Conflict scale was assessed using the Children’s Perception of
Inter-parental Conflict Scale, which was developed by Grych et al. [60] and revised by Chi et al. [61] to
be applicable to the Chinese population. The scale consists of five items and employs a 4-point Likert
scoring method (1 = “never”, 4 = “often”), with higher scores indicating greater perceived marital conflict
between parents. The Cronbach’s α coefficient for this survey was 0.781. The validity of this scale has been
established in prior studies [62].

2.2.2 Experiential Avoidance

In this study, the degree of Experiential Avoidance was assessed using the Acceptance and Action
Questionnaire (Version 2), which was developed by Fledderus et al. [63] and adapted for the Chinese
population by Cao et al. [64]. The questionnaire consists of seven items and employs a 7-point Likert
scoring method (1 = “never”, 7 = “always”), with higher scores indicating a greater degree of Experiential
Avoidance and lower levels of psychological flexibility. The Cronbach’s α coefficient for this survey was
0.917. This tool has been validated and utilized in diverse populations in previous studies [65–67].

2.2.3 Emotional Disturbance

In this study, the Generalized Anxiety Disorder scale (GAD-2) [68] was employed to assess the
anxiety levels of adolescents. Comprising two items, the scale utilizes a 4-point Likert scoring system
(1 = never; 4 = always), with total scores ranging from 2 to 8. Higher scores indicate more severe anxiety.
The Cronbach’s α for the GAD-2 in this study was 0.814. This tool has been validated and utilized in diverse
populations in previous studies [69].

The Patient Health Questionnaire (PHQ-2) [70], developed by Levis et al., was used to evaluate the
depression levels of adolescents. This scale also consists of two items and employs a 4-point Likert scoring
system (1 = never; 4 = always), with total scores ranging from 2 to 8. Higher scores signify more severe
depression. The Cronbach’s α for depression in this study was 0.715.

The stress levels among the participants were evaluated through a single item assessment tool created
by Elo et al. [71]. This particular measurement approach has been extensively utilized in research focusing
on Chinese adolescents. It has shown adequate sensitivity and ecological validity in large scale psychological
investigations [72]. Respondents were queried about whether they had encountered feelings of tension,
restlessness, or ongoing concerns that disrupted their sleep during the previous period. Their answers
were rated on a five points Likert scale, where “1” signified “never” and “5” indicated “always”. Higher
scores corresponded to greater perceived stress levels. This tool has been validated and utilized in diverse
populations in previous studies [73].

2.2.4 Short Video Dependence

In this study, the Short Video Dependence Scale developed by Wang et al. [74] was employed to assess
the degree of short video dependence among adolescents. This scale has been validated for use in adolescent
research [9]. The questionnaire comprises three dimensions with a total of 13 items, namely behavioral and
cognitive changes, physical impairment, and social attachment. Responses are scored using a 5-point Likert
scale (1 = “strongly disagree”, 5 = “strongly agree”), with higher scores indicating a more severe level of
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problematic short video dependence. The Cronbach’s α coefficient for this survey was 0.868. This tool has
been validated and utilized in diverse populations in previous studies [75,76].

2.3 Covariates

In this study, gender, age, and educational stage were included as covariates in the statistical model to
control for the potential confounding effects of these demographic variables on the relationships among the
primary study variables, thus improving the reliability of the results and making them more straightforward
to understand.

2.4 Statistical Analysis

Firstly, descriptive and correlational analyses of the variables were conducted using SPSS version 29.0
(IBM Corp., Armonk, NY, USA). Subsequently, the SPSS macro program PROCESS Model 81 was applied
to construct the model through 5000 resampling iterations. In this model, parental marital conflict was
designated as the independent variable, short video dependence as the outcome variable, and experiential
avoidance, depression, and anxiety as mediating variables. Finally, the bias-corrected Bootstrap method
(with 5000 random resamples) was employed to estimate the 95% confidence interval (CI) of the mediating
effects and to test the conditional indirect effects of experiential avoidance on depression and anxiety. The
significance level for statistical analysis was set at p < 0.05 (two-tailed).

3 Results

3.1 Common Method Bias Test

In order to evaluate the influence of common variance bias, Harman’s single factor test was utilized in
this research. The results of the analysis showed that, prior to principal component factor rotation, two
factors with eigenvalues exceeding 1 were identified. The first factor explained 35.61% of the variance,
which is less than the 40% benchmark. Consequently, it can be concluded that this study does not suffer
from substantial common method bias.

3.2 Descriptive Analysis of the Main Variables

The results presented in Table 1 indicate significant differences between genders in parental marital
conflict (t = −3.87, p < 0.001), experiential avoidance (t = −4.57, p < 0.001), anxiety (t = −4.99, p < 0.001),
depression (t = −4.85, p < 0.001), stress (t = −5.26, p < 0.001), and short video dependence (t = −5.35,
p < 0.001). Specifically, females scored higher than males on all these variables. Additionally, significant
differences were observed across different academic stages for parental marital conflict (F = 15.34, p < 0.001),
experiential avoidance (F = 31.07, p < 0.001), anxiety (F = 12.12, p < 0.001), depression (F = 22.80, p < 0.001),
stress (F = 19.83, p < 0.001), and short video dependence (F = 32.61, p < 0.001). Specifically, parental marital
conflict, experiential avoidance, anxiety, stress, and short video dependence were significantly higher in
the high school stage compared to the primary and junior high school stages. In contrast, depression was
significantly higher in the primary school stage compared to the junior high and high school stages.

3.3 Correlation Analysis among the Main Variables

As indicated in Table 2, parental marital conflict was significantly positively correlated with experiential
avoidance (r = 0.528, p < 0.001), anxiety (r = 0.349, p < 0.001), depression (r = 0.329, p < 0.001), stress
(r = 0.269, p < 0.001), and short video dependence (r = 0.282, p < 0.001). Experiential avoidance was also
significantly positively correlated with anxiety (r = 0.560, p < 0.001), depression (r = 0.530, p < 0.001),
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stress (r = 0.440, p < 0.001), and short video dependence (r = 0.398, p < 0.001). Additionally, anxiety was
significantly positively correlated with depression (r = 0.701, p < 0.001), stress (r = 0.493, p < 0.001), and
short video dependence (r = 0.314, p < 0.001). Depression was significantly positively correlated with stress
(r = 0.459, p < 0.001) and short video dependence (r = 0.327, p < 0.001). Finally, stress was significantly
positively correlated with short video dependence (r = 0.236, p < 0.001).

Table 1: Descriptive analysis of the main variables.

Variables
Gender Educational Stage

Boys Girls t Primary
School

Junior High
School High School F

Parental marital conflict
Mean 10.24 10.67 −3.87*** 10.30 10.13 10.75 15.34***
SD 3.50 7.03 3.56 3.53 3.40

Experiential avoidance Mean 20.83 22.34 −4.57*** 21.40 20.20 22.83 31.07***
SD 10.40 10.26 10.00 10.48 10.11

Anxiety Mean 3.69 3.95 −4.99*** 3.93 3.67 3.94 12.12***
SD 1.68 1.67 1.80 1.70 1.64

Depression Mean 3.88 4.12 −4.85*** 4.23 3.82 4.14 22.80***
SD 1.56 1.50 1.67 1.53 1.52

Stress
Mean 2.37 2.55 −5.26*** 2.43 2.35 2.56 19.83***
SD 1.04 1.06 1.09 1.03 1.07

Short video dependence Mean 35.96 37.80 −5.35*** 37.40 35.37 38.19 32.61***
SD 10.99 10.67 11.02 11.02 10.54

Note: ***p < 0.001.

Table 2: Correlation analysis among the main variables.

Variables 1 2 3 4 5 6

1 Parental marital conflict -
2 Experiential avoidance 0.528*** -
3 Anxiety 0.349*** 0.560*** -
4 Depression 0.329*** 0.530*** 0.701*** -
5 Stress 0.269*** 0.440*** 0.493*** 0.459*** -
6 Short video dependence 0.282*** 0.398*** 0.314*** 0.327*** 0.236*** -

Note: ***p < 0.001.

3.4 Test of the Mediating Model among the Main Variables

After controlling for demographic variables, the results presented in Table 3 and Fig. 2 indicate
a significant positive correlation between parental marital conflict and short video dependence
(𝛽 = 0.269, p < 0.001), which remains significant even after the introduction of mediating variables.
Additionally, parental marital conflict is significantly positively correlated with experiential avoidance
(𝛽 = 0.519, p < 0.001), anxiety (𝛽 = 0.072, p < 0.001), depression (𝛽 = 0.067, p < 0.001), and stress (𝛽 = 0.048,
p < 0.05). Furthermore, experiential avoidance is significantly positively correlated with anxiety (𝛽 = 0.521,
p < 0.001), depression (𝛽 = 0.489, p < 0.001), stress (𝛽 = 0.408, p < 0.001), and short video dependence
(𝛽 = 0.244, p < 0.001). Anxiety (𝛽 = 0.050, p < 0.05) and depression (𝛽 = 0.116, p < 0.001) are also significantly
positively correlated with short video dependence, while stress and short video dependence (𝛽 = 0.019,
p = 0.257) are not significantly correlated. Finally, experiential avoidance, anxiety (𝛽 = 0.521, p < 0.001),
depression (𝛽 = 0.489, p < 0.001), and stress (𝛽 = 0.408, p < 0.001) mediate the relationship between parental
marital conflict and short video dependence significantly. The proportion of each path is shown in Table 4.
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Table 3: Test of the mediating model among the main variables.

Outcome Variables Predictor Variables 𝜷 SE t R2 F

Short video dependence Parental marital conflict 0.269 0.015 17.705*** 0.312 106.820***

Experiential avoidance Parental marital conflict 0.519 0.013 38.468*** 0.538 402.712***

Anxiety
Parental marital conflict 0.072 0.015 4.655*** 0.565 370.058***
Experiential avoidance 0.521 0.016 33.456***

Depression Parental marital conflict 0.067 0.016 4.202*** 0.534 316.032***
Experiential avoidance 0.489 0.016 30.653***

Stress
Parental marital conflict 0.048 0.017 2.880* 0.447 196.788***
Experiential avoidance 0.408 0.017 24.161***

Short video dependence

Parental marital conflict 0.085 0.017 5.022*** 0.440 118.307***
Experiential avoidance 0.244 0.020 12.097***

Anxiety 0.050 0.022 2.337*
Depression 0.116 0.021 5.586***

Stress 0.019 0.017 1.134
Note: *p < 0.05, ***p < 0.001.

Figure 2: Chain mediation model diagram. Note: *p < 0.05, ***p < 0.001.

Table 4: Analysis of the mediating model paths among the main variables.

Intermediate Path Effect Size SE Bootstrap 95%
CI

Proportion of
Mediating Effect

Total effect 0.269 0.015 0.239, 0.299
Direct effect 0.085 0.017 0.052, 0.118

Total indirect effect 0.184 0.012 0.161, 0.206 68.40%
Parental marital conflict → Experiential avoidance → Short

video dependence 0.125 0.012 0.102, 0.147 46.47%

Parental marital conflict → Anxiety→ Short video dependence 0.004 0.002 0.001, 0.008 1.49%
Parental marital conflict → Depression → Short video

dependence 0.008 0.003 0.004, 0.013 2.97%

Parental marital conflict → Stress → Short video dependence 0.001 0.001 −0.001, 0.003 0.37%
Parental marital conflict → Experiential avoidance → Anxiety

→ Short video dependence 0.014 0.006 0.001, 0.026 5.20%

Parental marital conflict → Experiential avoidance→
Depression → Short video dependence 0.029 0.006 0.018, 0.042 10.78%

Parental marital conflict → Experiential avoidance → Stress →
Short video dependence 0.004 0.004 −0.004, 0.012 1.49%
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4 Discussion

This study is a cross-sectional investigation examining the relationships among parental marital conflict,
experiential avoidance, emotional disturbance (anxiety, depression, and stress), and short video dependence,
with the aim of evaluating the mediating roles of experiential avoidance and emotional disturbance. The
findings reveal that parental marital conflict influences adolescents’ short video dependence both directly
and indirectly through experiential avoidance and emotional disturbance (anxiety, depression, and stress).
Moreover, experiential avoidance and emotional disturbance (anxiety, depression, and stress) partially
mediate the impact of parental marital conflict on short video dependence. Specifically, parental marital
conflict is associated with higher levels of experiential avoidance, which in turn is related to elevated levels
of emotional disturbance (anxiety, depression, and stress). Higher levels of anxiety and depression within
emotional disturbance are more predictive of adolescents’ short video dependence.

This study demonstrates a positive correlation between parental marital conflict and adolescent
short video dependence, a finding that is consistent with previous research results [77]. According to the
Emotional Safety Theory [78], parental marital conflict undermines the family’s emotional safety base,
leaving adolescents in a state of chronic vigilance. This sense of insecurity spills over into parent-child
interactions, specifically manifested as adolescents reducing their emotional needs toward parents and
parents decreasing emotional responsiveness due to their own emotional exhaustion, which forms a vicious
cycle of emotional alienation and ultimately leads to a significant decline in the quality of parent-child
interactions [79]. From a biological perspective, adolescents who are chronically exposed to parental
marital conflict experience persistent activation of the hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal (HPA) axis [80]. The
overactivity of the HPA axis promotes the excessive secretion of cortisol (a stress hormone), which in turn
increases the sensitivity of the amygdala and impairs the regulatory function of the prefrontal cortex [81].
As a core region for emotional processing, the heightened sensitivity of the amygdala makes adolescents
more vigilant to negative stimuli, thereby exacerbating feelings of anxiety and unease. Meanwhile, the
weakened inhibitory control of the prefrontal cortex over impulsive behaviors undermines adolescents’
self-control in resisting the temptation of short videos [5]. Moreover, the instant feedback features of short
videos (such as likes and comments) can rapidly activate the brain’s dopamine reward system [45]. When
adolescents fail to obtain emotional satisfaction in real-life parent-child relationships, the surge in dopamine
triggered by short videos serves as an alternative compensatory mechanism [82]. Long-term reliance on
this compensation can lead to changes in synaptic plasticity, forming a dependency neural circuit of “short
video use-dopamine release-enhanced pleasure”, which further consolidates the dependent behavior [83].
Therefore, the evidence presented above validates Hypothesis 1 of this study: Parental marital conflict can
positively predict adolescent short video dependence.

The present research revealed that there is a positive association between parental marital conflict
and experiential avoidance, and this discovery aligns with prior investigations [84]. Based on attachment
theory [85], a firm and reassuring parent child bond serves as an essential cornerstone for a child’s emotional
growth. However, parental marital conflict is often accompanied by a decline in the quality of parent-child
interactions, leaving children more susceptible to emotional neglect [86]. To cope with the chronic unmet
emotional needs, children gradually internalize an avoidant coping pattern, adopting experiential avoidance
as a habitual strategy to evade the pain of being neglected [87]. Furthermore, the results of this study are in
accordance with previous investigations, which have shown that parental marital discord can seep into the
family’s external social sphere, undermining the social support systems available to children [88]. When
adolescents lack sufficient social support, they tend to experience feelings of isolation and powerlessness.
These emotions, in turn, further strengthen their inclination towards experiential avoidance. They often
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resort to avoiding social interactions and retreating into their own worlds to alleviate internal stress [89].
Furthermore, the findings of this research indicated that there is a positive relationship linking experiential
avoidance and short video addiction among teenagers. Existing literature has elucidated the complex
psychological mechanisms underlying this relationship. Experiential avoidance not only drives adolescents
to use short video viewing as an escape mechanism through physiological and emotional regulation
pathways but also exacerbates their dependence on short videos through emotional dysregulation and
cognitive biases [47]. Individuals with high levels of experiential avoidance are prone to negative appraisals
of their own capabilities and life situations, such as perceiving themselves as powerless to change their
circumstances and viewing the real world as a source of distress [90]. Under these circumstances, adolescents
may be more inclined to use short videos as a means to alleviate discomfort. Targeted interventions
addressing experiential avoidance in adolescents, particularly through cognitive-behavioral correction,
emotional regulation skills training, and the reconstruction of family support systems, can help reduce the
risk of short video dependence [91–93]. Therefore, the evidence presented above supports Hypothesis 2 of
this study: Experiential avoidance mediates the relationship between parental marital conflict and short
video dependence.

This study found that parental marital conflict is positively correlated with levels of emotional
disturbance (anxiety, depression, and stress), a finding consistent with previous research [94]. As a negative
factor in the family environment, parental marital conflict can have adverse effects on adolescents in multiple
aspects [95]. From a psychological perspective, adolescents are undergoing a crucial stage of physical
and mental maturation. During this time, their self regulatory capacities and skills for handling stress are
comparatively less developed [96]. When constantly exposed to the adverse family environment created by
parental marital conflict, they may experience a continuous accumulation of negative emotions, thereby
maintaining high levels of anxiety, depression, and stress [97,98]. The study also found that adolescents’
levels of emotional disturbance are positively correlated with short video dependence [99,100], and there
is a complex psychological mechanism underlying the relationship between emotional disturbance and
short video dependence among adolescents [101,102]. Parental conflict can trigger negative expectations in
adolescents, which is a core risk factor for problematic internet use. In high-conflict family environments,
adolescents, due to a lack of emotional support, may turn to the internet as a means of psychological
compensation, thereby exacerbating internet use problems [103]. Moreover, according to Social Learning
Theory [104], if parents frequently use their mobile phones in daily life or resort to scrolling through their
phones to avoid conflicts, adolescents are likely to observe and imitate such behaviors [105]. Additionally,
the various big-data-driven content on short video platforms that caters to adolescents’ preferences can
also serve as a model, further reinforcing their dependence on and addictive behaviors related to short
videos [5]. Therefore, interventions targeting adolescents’ emotional disturbances, particularly through
fostering healthy emotion-regulation strategies and enhancing self-efficacy, can help reduce the risk of short
video dependence [106]. In this study, the association between stress levels and short video dependence
was not significant, possibly due to the heterogeneity of stress types and the moderating effects of sample
characteristics (e.g., adolescents may be more inclined to cope with specific stressors through immediate
emotional venting or self-compensation) [101,107]. Moreover, protective factors such as psychological
resilience may buffer the negative impact of stress, and the absence of such variables in this study may
limit the model’s explanatory power [108]. Future research could employ longitudinal designs and multiple
mediator models to further clarify the dynamic mechanisms involved. Thus, the evidence presented above
supports Hypothesis 3 of this study: Emotional disturbance (anxiety, depression, and stress) mediates the
relationship between parental marital conflict and short video dependence.
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The present study found that experiential avoidance is positively correlated with adolescents’ emotional
disturbance levels (anxiety, depression, and stress), consistent with previous research findings [109].
Adolescents are in a developmental stage where their cognitive abilities are not yet fully mature. When
confronted with family conflicts and other issues, they struggle to employ mature cognitive strategies to
manage negative emotions and are more likely to resort to avoidance strategies [110]. According to Emotion
Processing Theory [111], negative emotions require adaptive processing to be alleviated and regulated;
however, experiential avoidance hinders this normal emotional processing [112]. From a neurobiological
perspective [113], chronic experiential avoidance can alter brain neuroplasticity, weakening the prefrontal
cortex’s regulatory control over the limbic system [114]. The prefrontal cortex, a key brain region responsible
for emotion regulation, decision-making, and problem-solving, becomes less effective when its function
is impaired. This impairment makes it difficult for adolescents to cope effectively with stressors and
adopt adaptive behaviors, ultimately leading to a sustained increase in stress levels [115]. Additionally,
a longitudinal tracking survey of 6504 adolescents over a decade revealed that those with higher levels
of experiential avoidance experienced a significant increase in stress levels in subsequent assessments
and were more likely to develop psychological problems such as anxiety and depression [116]. Moreover,
research has shown that adequate social support and care from school teachers and peers can mitigate
adolescents’ negative emotions and reduce the adverse effects of emotional disturbance on their physical
and mental health [117]. Schools and society can also effectively reduce adolescents’ stress, depression, and
anxiety symptoms and improve their psychological well-being and overall life satisfaction by incorporating
cognitive therapy, acceptance and commitment therapy, mindfulness-based interventions, and positive
psychology approaches into online mental health interventions [118]. These interventions can also alleviate
psychological suffering. Therefore, the evidence presented above supports Hypothesis 4 of this study:
Experiential avoidance and emotional disturbance (anxiety, depression, and stress) mediate the relationship
between parental marital conflict and short video dependence in a chain-mediating manner.

This study employed a cross-sectional design, utilizing a stratified sampling method to conduct a
large-scale survey of 3954 adolescents and collect multidimensional data. A highly representative adolescent
sample database was established. The sample size is in line with the norms of large-sample research in social
sciences, which significantly enhances the external validity and generalizability of the research findings,
providing a robust data foundation for the reliability and applicability of the study’s conclusions. In terms
of methodology, this study innovatively applied structural equation modeling and the Bootstrap method
to construct a chain mediation model: “Parental marital conflict → Experiential avoidance → Emotional
disturbance (Anxiety, Depression, and Stress) → Short video dependence”. It should be specifically noted
that within the dimension of emotional distress, depression, anxiety, and stress demonstrate significantly
different impacts on short-form video dependence: depression exhibits the most substantial predictive
effect, anxiety shows a weaker association, while the pathway involving stress does not reach statistical
significance. This finding not only challenges the theoretical convention of treating negative emotions
as a unitary construct by identifying depression as the core emotional factor linking family conflict with
short-form video dependence, but also calls for more targeted intervention strategies. Accordingly, we
propose the following recommendations: schools should prioritize depression screening and implement
targeted training programs; clinical practice should develop interventions specifically designed to alleviate
depression, addressing the compensatory belief of “seeking pleasure through short-form videos”; families
should focus on recognizing depressive symptoms in adolescents and replace short-form video use with
rewarding experiences through family activities; at the policy level, public health campaigns should
emphasize the connection between depression and media dependence while prioritizing the allocation
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of corresponding intervention resources. These measures collectively establish a precision intervention
framework centered on depression prevention and management, thereby providing a scientific basis for
disrupting the specific pathway from parental marital conflict to short-form video dependence. Regarding
future research directions, this study proposes three areas for expansion. First, longitudinal tracking studies
and experimental intervention designs could be adopted to further clarify the causal relationships between
variables and to verify the actual effectiveness of intervention measures. Second, it is suggested that the
scope of research variables be broadened to include factors such as self-control ability and social support. A
more comprehensive theoretical model could be constructed, and cross-cultural comparative studies could
be conducted to explore the moderating effects of cultural backgrounds on variable relationships. Third,
the integration of biosensing technology and big data analysis is advocated to collect multimodal data.
This would allow for an in-depth exploration of the mechanisms underlying short video dependence in
adolescents from physiological, psychological, and behavioral perspectives, providing a multidimensional
basis for the development of scientifically sound and effective intervention strategies.

The current study acknowledges several limitations in terms of research design, variable exploration,
and data collection. From the perspective of the passive informed consent procedure adopted in this
study, while it ensured the feasibility of large-scale investigation, it may theoretically not have fully
achieved the depth of guardian engagement attainable through active consent procedures. Future research
should, where conditions permit, employ active consent procedures to further enhance the rigor of ethical
practice. From the perspective of research design, although cross-sectional studies can reveal the correlation
between parental marital conflict and adolescent short video dependence, the lack of time-series data
precludes the determination of causality. Future research should employ longitudinal tracking studies
to clarify this relationship. In terms of variable system construction, the current study has focused
solely on experiential avoidance and emotional disturbance (including anxiety, depression, and stress) as
chained mediating variables. However, the multidimensionality of adolescent psychological development
suggests that protective factors such as self-esteem and social support may also mediate or moderate the
relationship between parental marital conflict and short video dependence. Future research should develop
more comprehensive multi-variable mediating-moderating models to deepen the understanding of the
underlying mechanisms. Regarding the relationships among variables, the interactive mechanisms through
which parental marital conflict influences experiential avoidance, emotional disturbance, and short video
dependence in adolescents remain to be further explored. Future research should emphasize intervention
studies to provide more targeted strategies for addressing adolescent mental health issues. In terms of data
collection, the current study relied primarily on adolescent self-report questionnaires, which are susceptible
to social desirability bias and may introduce systematic errors. Prospective research endeavors ought to
contemplate combining diverse data streams, such as parental accounts, teacher appraisals, behavioral
observations, and physiological assessments. This approach can mitigate the impact of subjective elements
and boost the scientific validity and trustworthiness of the research outcomes.

5 Conclusions

The present study systematically elucidates the chained mechanism of action between parental marital
conflict, experiential avoidance, emotional disturbance (anxiety, depression, and stress), and short video
dependence. By employing structural equation modeling, we validated the dynamic transmission pathway
of “parental marital conflict → experiential avoidance → emotional disturbance (anxiety, depression, and
stress) → short video dependence”. This study presents an innovative viewpoint for building theories
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within the realm of adolescent psychological health. It also paves the way for developing new approaches
to interventions designed to enhance adolescents’ mental wellness.
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