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Abstract: We examined the direct relationship between childhood emotional abuse and depression in adolescents and
the mediating roles of resilience and self-efficacy in that relationship. Using a cross-sectional study design, 636 Chinese
adolescents (Girls = 48.6%, mean years of service = 15.8, SD = 1.9) completed the Childhood Trauma Questionnaire
(CTQ), the Ego-Resiliency Scale (ERS), the General Self-Efficacy Scale (GSES), and the Patient Health Questionnaire-9
(PHQ-9). Mediation analysis revealed that childhood emotional abuse significantly predicted higher levels of depression.
Moreover, resilience and self-efficacy were found to mediate this relationship both independently and sequentially.
Specifically, resilience accounted for 7.48% of the mediation effect, while self-efficacy accounted for 5.89%, indicating
that resilience played a relatively more prominent mediating role. The chain mediation effect involving both constructs
was 2.41%. These findings enhanced the attachment theory understanding of the mechanism of childhood emotional abuse
and depression. Prospective prevention and treatment of depression among adolescents should consider resilience and
self-efficacy.
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Introduction
Childhood emotional abuse is a traumatizing experience
and consists of a pattern of repetitive behaviors, including
criticism, threats, shaming, blame, humiliation, and insults
directed toward the child (Gu et al., 2020; Li et al., 2020).
For instance, individuals with childhood emotional abuse
face a lifetime risk of developing depression that is twice
as high as that of those without such a history (Norman
et al., 2012; Wright et al., 2009). While the connection
between childhood emotional abuse and depression is
well established, the psychological mechanisms underlying
this relationship remain poorly understood (Schulz et al.,
2017), especially in developing country contexts. Prospec-
tively, resilience and self-effacy as individual resources
may buffer the childhood emotional abuse and risk for
depression (Hong et al., 2018). Resilience and self-efficacy
would vary by cultural context of which less is known
about these personal factors as assets for child develop-
ment in the majority, non-western world.

Childhood emotional abuse and depression
Childhood emotional abuse is a significant precursor to
depression. This type of abuse is associated with negative
self-image, which is a risk for depression (Melamed et al.,
2024). Additionally, childhood emotional abuse can hinder
adolescents’ ability to effectively regulate their emotions.
For instance, individuals who have experienced such abuse
are more likely to use maladaptive emotional regulation
strategies, such as inhibition or avoidance when dealing
with negative feelings (Burns et al., 2010; Zhou & Zhen,
2022). These strategies not only fail to alleviate negative
emotions but can also lead to an emotional buildup that
triggers depressive symptoms.

From a physiological standpoint, childhood emotional
abuse can disrupt adolescents’ stress response systems.
For instance, prolonged exposure to high-stress levels
can result in persistently elevated cortisol levels, which
affect neurotransmitter balance and the functioning of the
endocrine system (Duprey et al., 2021). Thus, emotional
wellbeing disruption can heighten the physiological risk of
developing depression.

Mediating role of resilience and self-efficacy
Resilience refers to an individual’s ability to maintain
positive adaptation and normal functioning when experi-
encing major or severe adversity (Masten & Reed, 2002).
Resilience in children can fortify them sense of hope and
enabling them to to adapt and recover from emotional
distress (Kaya et al., 2024). By contrast, lower levels of
resilience are a risk for depression. As an example, adoles-
cents with low psychological resilience are more likely to
exhibit symptoms of depression (Poole et al., 2017). Thus,
childhood emotional abuse increases the risk of depression
by undermining resilience (Yang et al., 2022).

Self-efficacy refers to a person’s beliefs and judgments
about their ability to perform specific behaviors (Ban-
dura & Wessels, 1997). According to attachment theory,
self-efficacy develops through the emotional interactions
between primary caregivers and infants (Soffer et al.,
2008). Insecure emotional bonding may be harmful to
self-efficacy by negative self-perceptions or feelings of
worthlessness, incapacity, and unworthiness of love (Ben-
der & Ingram, 2018). Furthermore, self-efficacy is closely
linked to depression; adolescents with low self-efficacy
tend to exhibit more depressive symptoms (Cattelino et al.,
2021; Muris, 2002).
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According to attachment theory, secure attachment
leads to better developmental outcomes, including the
cultivation of resilience (Svanberg, 1998). Individuals with
secure attachment relationships tend to have positive feel-
ings about themselves and others. They feel comfortable
with both intimacy and independence, believe in their
ability to cope with adversity, and can effectively mobi-
lize resources to actively respond to external pressures
and seek support when needed. This ability to accurately
understand oneself and others is considered a fundamental
aspect of psychological resilience, allowing individuals to
cope effectively with external challenges and pressures.
Resilience plays a crucial role in the development of self-
efficacy in adolescents (Sagone et al., 2020). According to
the resilience model, highly resilient individuals possess
traits such as engagement, adaptability, control, compe-
tence, and a sense of humour (Jaeh & Madihie, 2019).
These characteristics empower them to overcome adversity
and achieve significant success. By the attachment theory,
adolescents who experience higher levels of childhood
emotional abuse often show lower resilience, making them
more susceptible to negative self-perceptions and resulting
in fewer opportunities for positive experiences (Afifi &
MacMillan, 2011). These propositions need testing in a
developing country with collectivist culture orientation
such as China.

China’s traditional parenting philosophy is signifi-
cantly influenced by Confucianism, which emphasizes
authoritarian discipline, prioritizes academic achievement,
and values collective interests over personal emotions
(Chao, 1994). Parents often believe they are acting in their
child’s best interests, adopting a style of parenting referred
to as “harsh love” or “controlling care.” This style is char-
acterized by several key features (Chao, 2001). (1) High
Criticism, Low Praise. To prevent children from becoming
arrogant or complacent, parents frequently use criticism,
blame, and comparisons with other, more accomplished
children. Emotional affirmation and praise are deliberately
minimized. This approach, sometimes termed “frustration
education” can unintentionally lead to emotional abuse,
including belittling or humiliating behavior. (2) Subtle
Emotional Expression. In Chinese culture, direct or overt
emotional expression, especially of positive feelings, is not
encouraged. Parents often show their love through strict
discipline and material support rather than through verbal
affection or physical closeness. This lack of emotional
expression can be perceived by children as “emotional
neglect,” a key form of emotional abuse. (3) Result-
Oriented Utilitarianism. The success of parenting is often
equated solely with a child’s academic performance and
future socioeconomic status. In this focus on outcomes,
a child’s psychological needs, emotional well-being, and
individual independence are frequently overlooked.

This traditional Chinese parenting philosophy can
unintentionally lead to emotional abuse of children.
However, many children facing adversity do not suc-
cumb to it as expected. Instead, they often grow into
confident, capable, and compassionate individuals. Psy-
chological resilience and self-efficacy are key factors in
this development. In China’s collectivist cultural context,
psychological resilience and self-efficacy have unique

characteristics (Yu & Zhang, 2005). Resilience in this
setting emphasizes relational resilience, meaning that an
individual’s ability to bounce back comes not only from
their personal strength but also from the quality of their
social networks and relational bonds (Ma et al., 2008).
It involves the capacity to adapt and endure hardships to
maintain harmony in relationships. Similarly, self-efficacy
in this cultural framework is better understood as “rela-
tional efficacy” or “role efficacy.” It reflects an individual’s
competence in fulfilling their roles and responsibilities
within social networks, rather than just achieving isolated
personal goals (Zhou & Guo, 2006).

Therefore, it is crucial to examine how childhood
emotional abuse influences depression through various
psychological mechanisms, especially within the context
of Chinese culture. This research will offer valuable
insights into the effects of childhood emotional abuse
on depression and its psychological implications in Chi-
nese society.

Goal of the study
This study investigated the effects of childhood emotional
abuse on adolescent depression, with a particular focus
on the roles of resilience and self-efficacy as mediat-
ing factors. The research aimed to answer the following
questions:

(i) How does childhood emotional abuse relate to
depression in adolescents?

(ii) What role do resilience and self-efficacy play in the
relationship between childhood emotional abuse and
adolescent depression?

Method

Participants and setting
The study employed a convenience sample of 636 adoles-
cents from five middle schools in China (Girls = 48.6%,
mean years of service = 15.8, SD = 1.9). In terms of
school segments, there were 303 (47.6%) junior high
school students and 333 (52.4%) senior high school stu-
dents. In terms of place of origin, there were 287 (45.1%)
rural students and 349 (54.9%) urban students.

Measures
Childhood trauma questionnaire (CTQ)
The Childhood Trauma Questionnaire (CTQ, Berstein &
Fink, 1998; Zhao et al., 2004) consists of 28 items on
five dimensions: emotional abuse (e.g., the item “Someone
in my family has spoken harshly or insultingly to me”),
physical abuse (e.g., the item “Someone in my family
punished me with a belt, rope, wooden board, or other
hard objects”), sexual abuse (e.g., the item “Someone tried
to touch me in a sexual way or make me touch him”),
emotional neglect (e.g., the item “The family members
are very close” is reverse-scored), and physical neglect
(e.g., the item “Parents who drink excessively or squander
money to the point of being unable to care for their
family”). The items are scored on a 5-point Likert scale,
ranging from “never” to “always”. A higher score on the
questionnaire signifies a greater degree of trauma. In the
context of this study, the Cronbach’s alpha coefficient for
scores from the emotional abuse subscale was 0.733.
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Ego-resiliency scale (ERS)
This Ego-Resiliency Scale (ERS, Block & Kremen, 1996)
consists of 14 items. Sample items include “When faced
with a scare, I can quickly recover,” “I’ll get over my anger
quickly,” etc. The items are scored on a 4-point Likert
scale, ranging from “not at all adaptive” to “very adaptive”.
A higher score on the scale signifies greater levels of
resilience. In the context of this study, the Cronbach’s alpha
coefficient for scores from the scale was 0.89.

General self-efficacy scale (GSES)
The General Self-Efficacy Scale (GSES, Schwarzer &
Jerusalem, 1995; Zhang & Schwarzer, 1995) comprises
10 items. Sample items include “If I try my best, I can
always solve the problem,” “If I put in the necessary effort,
I’m sure I can solve most problems,” etc. The items are
scored on a 4-point Likert scale, ranging from “not at all
true” to “completely true”. A higher score on the scale
signifies greater self-efficacy. In the context of this study,
the Cronbach’s alpha coefficient for scores from the scale
was 0.89.

Patient health questionnaire-9 (PHQ-9)
The Patient Health Questionnaire-9 (PHQ-9, Yeung et al.,
2012; Wang et al., 2014) consists of nine items. Sample
items include “I feel unmotivated or uninterested when
doing things,” “I feel down, depressed, or hopeless,”, etc.
The items are scored on a 4-point Likert scale, ranging
from “not at all” to “almost every day”. Higher scores on
this scale indicate a greater tendency toward depression. In
this research, the Cronbach’s alpha coefficient for PHQ-9
scores was 0.82.

Procedure
This study received approval from the Ethics Committee
of the Faculty of Education at Fuyang Normal Uni-
versity (Ethics number: jyxy-2023-07-11-1). Participants
provided their consent to participate, with the assurance
that the data collected would be used solely for research
purposes. The data was gathered online.

Data analysis
The statistical analysis was performed using version 27.0
of the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS).
Descriptive and correlational analyses were conducted
to investigate the relationships among childhood emo-
tional abuse, resilience, self-efficacy, and depression in
adolescents. The PROCESS macro program, version 3.0,
was employed to assess the individual mediating roles
of resilience and self-efficacy in the relationship between

childhood emotional abuse and depression, as well as
the combined chain mediating role of both resilience and
self-efficacy.

To assess the potential for standard method bias, we
conducted the Harman one-factor test to see if this bias
affected our research findings (Zhou & Long, 2004). The
results showed that out of the 38 factors analyzed, five had
eigenvalues greater than 1. The largest factor accounted for
24.6% of the variance, which is below the critical threshold
of 40%. This indicates that there is no significant common
method bias impacting the research data.

This study aimed to examine the mediating roles of
resilience and self-efficacy in the relationship between
childhood emotional abuse and depression in adolescents.
To achieve this, we employed the bias-corrected percentile
bootstrap method, using a resampling number of 5000. In
this analysis, childhood emotional abuse was treated as the
independent variable, while depression was considered the
dependent variable. Resilience and self-efficacy served as
the mediating variables. Data analysis for the mediating
effects was conducted using Model 6 from the PROCESS
3.0 macro program (Hayes, 2013), with a confidence
interval of 95%.

Results

Descriptive statistics and correlational analysis
Table 1 presents the means, standard deviations, and
correlation coefficients for childhood emotional abuse,
resilience, self-efficacy, and depression. The results indi-
cate that all the variables were significantly correlated with
one another. Specifically, childhood emotional abuse had
a significant negative correlation with both resilience (r =
−0.20, p < 0.01) and self-efficacy (r = −0.30, p < 0.01),
and a significant positive correlation with depression (r
= 0.36, p < 0.01). Additionally, resilience was found to
have a significant positive correlation with self-efficacy (r
= 0.51, p < 0.01) and a significant negative correlation
with depression (r = −0.29, p < 0.01). Furthermore, self-
efficacy also showed a significant negative correlation with
depression (r = −0.30, p < 0.01).

Childhood emotional abuse and depression
The results presented in Table 1 indicate a significant
positive correlation between childhood emotional abuse
and depression (r = 0.36, p < 0.01). Furthermore, as
illustrated in Figure 1, regression analyses reveal that
childhood emotional abuse is a significant positive predic-
tor of depression (β = 0.630, p < 0.001). This finding
suggests that higher levels of childhood emotional abuse
in adolescents are associated with a substantial increase in
depressive symptoms.

Table 1. Descriptive statistics and interrelations among all variables

Variables M (±SD) 1 2 3

1 Childhood emotional abuse 3.48 ± 2.79
2 Resilience 27.43 ± 8.47 −0.20**
3 Self-efficacy 13.51 ± 6.42 −0.30** 0.51**
4 Depression 6.51 ± 5.18 0.36** −0.29** −0.30**

Note. **p < 0.01.
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Figure 1. Diagram of the chain mediation model
Note. ***p < 0.001.

Mediation model test of resilience and self-efficacy
As shown in Figure 1, the chained mediation regres-
sion analysis revealed that childhood emotional abuse
significantly and negatively predicted resilience and self-
efficacy (β = −0.505, p < 0.001; β = −0.437, p <

0.001), and resilience, in turn, significantly and positively
predicted self-efficacy (β = 0.347, p < 0.001). When
childhood emotional abuse, resilience, and self-efficacy
were simultaneously included in the regression equation,
childhood emotional abuse significantly and positively
predicted depression (β = 0.630, p < 0.001), while both
resilience and self-efficacy significantly and negatively
predicted depression (β = −0.110, p < 0.001; β =
−0.101, p < 0.001).

As shown in Table 2, the analysis of mediated effects
revealed that both the total and direct effects of childhood
emotional abuse on adolescent depression were statisti-
cally significant. The Bootstrap 95% confidence intervals
for the indirect effects of resilience and self-efficacy did
not include zero, indicating that these indirect effects were
also significant. This finding suggests that resilience and
self-efficacy partially mediate the relationship between
childhood emotional abuse and depression. The direct
effects accounted for 84.22% of the total effect. The medi-
ating effect predicts depression through three pathways:
Childhood Emotional Abuse → Resilience → Depres-
sion, with an indirect effect value of 0.056, constituting
7.48% of the total effect; Childhood Emotional Abuse
→ Self-Efficacy → Depression, with an indirect effect
value of 0.044, accounting for 5.89% of the total effect;
and Childhood Emotional Abuse → Resilience → Self-
Efficacy → Depression, with an indirect effect value of
0.018, representing 2.41% of the total effect.

Discussion
Higher levels of childhood emotional abuse in adolescents
are associated with increased depression. This finding
aligns with previous research (Christ et al., 2019; Li
et al., 2022), indicating that childhood maltreatment is a
significant risk factor for depression and is closely tied
to depressive symptoms throughout an individual’s life.
Notably, childhood emotional abuse, often viewed as a
relatively “hidden” form of maltreatment, has a more
severe impact on adolescent depression (Infurna et al.,
2016). Experiencing emotional abuse during childhood
can lead to long-lasting psychological issues, such as
feelings of shame, humiliation, anger, and hopelessness
(Harper & Arias, 2004; Courtney et al., 2008). These
negative emotions can result in interpersonal difficulties,
mood disorders, and a sense of helplessness, ultimately
elevating the risk of developing depression.

This study examines the role of resilience in mediat-
ing the relationship between childhood emotional abuse
and depression. Research indicates that adolescents who
experience childhood emotional abuse are more likely
to exhibit symptoms of depression (Shapero et al.,
2014). However, not all adolescents who endure ongoing
emotional abuse develop depression. Those who man-
age to maintain stable and healthy functioning despite
early trauma often display high levels of resilience.
This resilience encompasses characteristics such as self-
efficacy, emotional and cognitive control under stress,
adaptability, tolerance for negative emotions, and goal
orientation (Wingo et al., 2010). Consequently, resilience
serves as a protective factor against depression in adoles-
cents who have faced childhood emotional abuse, helping
to mitigate the negative effects of this abuse on depressive
outcomes (Watters et al., 2023).

Furthermore, self-efficacy was found to mediate the
relationship between childhood emotional abuse and
depression. Adolescents who experience emotional abuse
often develop negative self-perceptions, a reduced sense
of personal control, and struggle to cope with external
stressors or adverse events. Consequently, these adoles-
cents may feel dependent on others to meet their needs;
however, those individuals may not always fulfill those
needs, leading to a decrease in self-efficacy (Deniz &
Yıldırım Kurtuluş, 2023). Theories linking self-efficacy to
depression suggest that beliefs about one’s capabilities can
influence depressive symptoms (Bandura et al., 1999). Fear
of facing difficulties or challenges, anxiety about failure,

Table 2. Bootstrap analysis of significance tests for mediating effects

Model pathways Effect size Boot SE Boot CI lower Boot CI upper Mediation rate

Total effect 0.748 0.073 0.604 0.892 100%
Direct effect 0.630 0.073 0.486 0.774 84.22%
Indirect effect 1 0.056 0.021 0.018 0.101 7.48%
Indirect effect 2 0.044 0.019 0.010 0.087 5.89%
Indirect effect 3 0.018 0.007 0.004 0.035 2.41%

Note. SE: standard error; CI: confidence interval; Indirect effect 1: Childhood Emotional Abuse
→ Resilience → Depression; Indirect effect 2: Childhood Emotional Abuse → Self-Efficacy
→ Depression; Indirect effect 3: Childhood Emotional Abuse → Resilience → Self-Efficacy
→ Depression.
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a belief that one cannot form satisfying and supportive
relationships, and the perception of being unable to con-
trol thoughts about past events all increase the risk of
depression in adolescents (Maddux & Meier, 1995).

This present study also found a sequential mediating
effect on the relationship between childhood emotional
abuse and depression. Emotional abuse during child-
hood can significantly diminish an adolescent’s resilience,
making them more vulnerable to emotional dysregulation
when faced with challenges (Schelble et al., 2010). As a
result, these individuals often struggle with adaptability,
exhibit a low tolerance for negative emotions, and possess
weak willpower. With fewer experiences of successfully
overcoming obstacles, they tend to develop a low sense of
self-efficacy. This feeling of ineffectiveness can contribute
to depressive symptoms such as worthlessness, disinterest
in their surroundings, and a persistently low mood (Ying
& Han, 2024).

Implications for research and practice
The present study has several important implications.
Theoretically, it expands the research areas of resilience
and self-efficacy for coping with emotional abuse in the
Chinese context. This study goes beyond simply using
the Chinese sample as a data source; it explores how
parenting philosophies within the Chinese cultural context
lead to specific forms of emotional abuse and influence
the psychological mechanisms that underlie depression.
This insight provides clear targets for developing culturally
adapted prevention and intervention strategies.

Practically, by clarifying the mediating roles of
resilience and self-efficacy in the relationship between
childhood emotional abuse and depression, this study
offers new insights for future intervention research on ado-
lescent depression. Interventions for adolescent depression
should focus on enhancing resilience and self-efficacy to
alleviate depressive symptoms in adolescents. Moreover,
the study findings provide a scientific basis for parenting
in developing and collectivist cultures. In the process of
child-rearing, parents should minimize the use of criti-
cism, blame, and comparative language in their approach.
Instead, they should focus on providing more encour-
agement and direct emotional expression. This approach
fosters the development of resilience and self-efficacy,
which can help reduce depressive symptoms during ado-
lescence.

Limitations and future recommendations
The study has several limitations. Firstly, the convenience
sample used does not allow for the generalization of the
findings. Secondly, relying solely on survey data may
introduce unknown social desirability bias. The lack of
longitudinal tracking data prevents a clear determination
of causal relationships and changes among variables.
Lastly, while the chain mediation model provided valuable
insights, there may be other significant factors or pathways
that have yet to be identified.

Future research should employ a probabilistic sam-
pling method and a longitudinal design to observe changes
in adolescents over time, resulting in more definitive
outcomes. Additionally, given the collectivist culture and

family-centered traditions in China, culturally specific
psychological factors may play a significant role in con-
necting childhood emotional abuse to depression. This
connection goes beyond the influence of resilience and
self-efficacy. For example, emotional abuse may increase
the risk of depression by triggering feelings of intense
shame, undermining one’s relational self-concept, creating
psychological conflicts due to pressures related to filial
duty, and leading to maladaptive coping strategies such
as expressive suppression and rumination. Future research
should explore these pathways that are deeply rooted in
Chinese cultural context.

Conclusion
This study examined the impact of childhood emotional
abuse on depression within the Chinese cultural context
and investigated the roles of resilience and self-efficacy
as mediating factors. The findings revealed that childhood
emotional abuse can directly and indirectly affect the
risk of depression through resilience and self-efficacy.
These results enhance our understanding of resilience and
self-efficacy as key mechanisms influencing the expe-
rience of depression in adolescents. The study offers
valuable insights for preventing and treating depression by
focusing on adolescents’ internal resources. By enhanc-
ing resilience and self-efficacy, it may be possible to
reduce depression and promote better mental health among
young people.
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