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Abstract

Objective: This study aimed to investigate the chain mediating effect of rejection
sensitivity and peer alienation between parenting styles and internet addiction,
thereby further elucidating the influencing factors of internet addiction.

Methods: Participants were 373 seventh and eighth grade students from a mid-
dle school in Quanzhou City, Fujian Province. A questionnaire survey was
conducted, with measurement instruments including the Brief Family Parent-
ing Style Scale, Rejection Sensitivity Scale, the peer alienation dimension of the
Parent-Peer Attachment Scale, and the Chen Internet Addiction Scale. Data
were analyzed using SPSS 25.0.

Results: (1) Positive parenting styles showed significant negative correlations
with rejection sensitivity, peer alienation, and internet addiction. (2) Negative
parenting styles showed significant positive correlations with rejection sensitivity,
peer alienation, and internet addiction. (3) Gender differences were observed
in positive parenting styles, rejection sensitivity, and peer alienation, such that
boys scored higher on parental positive parenting styles, while girls scored higher
on rejection sensitivity and peer alienation. (4) Rejection sensitivity and peer
alienation played a chain mediating role in the influence of negative parenting
styles on internet addiction. (5) Rejection sensitivity and peer alienation played
a chain mediating role in the influence of positive parenting styles on internet
addiction.

Conclusion: Adolescents’ rejection sensitivity and peer alienation play a par-
tial mediating role in the influence of parenting styles on internet addiction.
Specifically, when parents adopt positive parenting styles, adolescents’ rejection
sensitivity decreases, thereby reducing peer alienation and ultimately decreas-
ing internet addiction severity; when parents adopt negative parenting styles,
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adolescents’ rejection sensitivity increases, leading to more peer alienation and
ultimately increasing internet addiction severity.

Full Text

Preamble

The Influence of Parenting Styles on Adolescent Internet Addiction:
The Chain Mediating Role of Rejection Sensitivity and Peer Alien-
ation

DONG Lin!

(* Faculty of Education, The Chinese University of Hong Kong)

Objective: This study aims to further reveal the influencing factors of Inter-
net addiction by examining the chain mediating effect of rejection sensitivity
and peer alienation in the relationship between parenting styles and Internet
addiction.

Methods: The subjects were 373 students in Grade 7 and Grade 8 from a
middle school in Quanzhou, Fujian Province. A questionnaire survey method
was adopted, employing the simplified Family Parenting Style Scale (S-EMBU),
the Rejection Sensitivity Scale, the peer alienation dimension of the Parent-
Child Peer Attachment Scale (IPPA), and the Chen Internet Addiction Scale
(CIAS). SPSS 25.0 was used to analyze the collected data.

Results: (1) Positive parenting style was significantly negatively correlated
with rejection sensitivity, peer alienation, and Internet addiction. (2) Negative
parenting style was significantly positively correlated with rejection sensitivity,
peer alienation, and Internet addiction. (3) Significant gender differences existed
in positive parenting style, rejection sensitivity, and peer alienation, with boys
scoring higher on positive parenting style and girls scoring higher on rejection
sensitivity and peer alienation. (4) Rejection sensitivity and peer alienation
played a chain mediating role in the influence of negative parenting style on
Internet addiction. (5) Rejection sensitivity and peer alienation played a chain
mediating role in the influence of positive parenting style on Internet addiction.

Conclusion: Adolescents’rejection sensitivity and peer alienation play a partial
mediating role in the relationship between parental rearing style and Internet ad-
diction. Specifically, when parents adopt positive parenting styles, adolescents’
rejection sensitivity decreases, which in turn reduces peer alienation and ulti-
mately lowers the degree of Internet addiction. Conversely, when parents adopt
negative parenting styles, adolescents’ rejection sensitivity increases, leading to
greater peer alienation and ultimately higher levels of Internet addiction.

Keywords: adolescents, Internet addiction, parenting style, rejection sensitiv-
ity, peer alienation
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1.1 Concepts of Internet Addiction

Different scholars hold varying perspectives on the concept of Internet addiction,
though most view it negatively, believing it causes varying degrees of harm to
individuals’ physical and psychological health. The term “Internet addiction”
was first introduced by Goldberg in 1995, who characterized it as excessive
preoccupation with and inability to extricate oneself from the Internet.

Subsequently, Young (1996) and colleagues proposed four types of Internet ad-
diction, defining it as a behavior in which individuals cannot control their Inter-
net use, leading to loss of self in the absence of objective addictive substances,
with consequent impairment of physical and social functioning due to excessive
Internet use.

Domestic scholar Chen Shuhui (2003) argued that the formation of Internet
addiction involves three core symptoms: compulsive use, withdrawal reactions,
and tolerance; along with two related problems concerning interpersonal and
health issues and time management. Given that this study’ s participants are
Chinese adolescents, Chen Shuhui’ s perspective is adopted as the definition of
“Internet addiction” in this research.

Early studies primarily focused on the typical characteristics, prevalence, and
negative impacts of Internet addiction, while recent research has increasingly ex-
amined risk factors, explored mediating variables, and established psychological
models to investigate the pathways leading to Internet addiction.

Risk factors in epidemiology refer to causes that contribute to the onset of spe-
cific diseases or mortality, which may be related to environment or individuals
(Ma Weifen et al., 2013). Regarding risk factors for Internet addiction, scholars
hold different views, but they can generally be divided into internal and exter-
nal sources. Internal factors include low self-esteem, neuroticism, hostility, and
impulsivity; external factors include poor family functioning, peer alienation,
and academic pressure (Wang Zhihong, 2016, 2019; Wang Zhihong et al., 2019;
National Development Council, 2015).

1.2 Measurement of Internet Addiction

Young (1988), noting the similarity between pathological gambling diagnostic
criteria and Internet addiction manifestations, developed a self-designed diag-
nostic scale comprising eight questions similar to the pathological features of
Internet addiction. Individuals responding affirmatively to five or more items
are judged as having Internet addiction.

Based on a cognitive-behavioral model, Davis et al. (2002) developed the Davis
Online Cognition Scale, which includes five dimensions. A total score exceeding
100 or any dimension score exceeding 23 indicates Internet addiction. This scale
demonstrates good reliability and validity.

Chen Shuhui (2003) developed a Chinese version of the Internet addiction scale
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based on Chinese cultural context and national conditions. This study employs
this scale as the research instrument.

2.1 Definition and Types of Parenting Styles

Sun Lei et al. (2016) contend that the family environment is one of the earli-
est, most enduring, and most direct factors influencing individual development.
While definitions of parenting style vary among scholars, the core content is con-
sistent, with all conceptualizing parenting style as the relatively stable parenting
style formed during parent-child interactions.

Darling and Steinberg (1993) define parenting style as the attitudes and be-
haviors parents convey to children, encompassing both parenting attitudes and
behaviors. Symonds (1939) proposed two fundamental dimensions—“acceptance-
rejection” and “dominance-submission” —to comprehensively analyze parenting
styles and infer how different patterns affect children’ s psychophysiological
development, particularly in shaping personality traits. Specifically, parental
recognition and support foster emotional stability, kindness, acceptance of oth-
ers, and empathy; conversely, children experiencing parental rejection may ex-
hibit emotional instability and strong rebellious emotions. Children raised under
parental control often show low self-confidence, timidity, and overly accommo-
dating traits, while those who can make parents comply with their ideas and
behaviors typically demonstrate strong aggressiveness. Based on this theoretical
analysis, Baumrind (1991) classified parenting styles into four types: authorita-
tive, authoritarian, permissive, and neglectful.

Some scholars, examining specific parenting behaviors, identified 15 concrete
practices including punishment, rejection, overprotection, tolerance, and fa-
voritism.

2.2 Influencing Factors of Parenting Styles

Sources influencing parenting styles can be divided into internal and external
factors. Internal factors include parents’ personality traits and emotional states.
Research shows that when parents are more extroverted and experience more
positive emotions, they are more sensitive to children’ s needs and express more
warmth; however, if parents exhibit significant neurotic traits and experience
more negative emotions, they may tend to focus excessively on themselves, in-
evitably neglecting their children and even treating them with punishment and
overcontrol (Aken et al., 2007). Meanwhile, parents’ long-term high stress gen-
erates anxiety, irritability, depression, and other negative emotions that cause
them to neglect emotional warmth and understanding in child-rearing, instead
employing more scolding, blaming, and punitive educational methods (Phillips
et al., 2017).

External factors primarily involve sociocultural background, family income, and
parental education level. Markus and Kitayama (1991) propose that culture
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can be divided into individualism and collectivism. Parents in individualis-
tic cultural contexts show more respect for children’ s ideas and support their
autonomous choices; in collectivistic cultures, parents often demand that chil-
dren respect authority, obey others, and maintain interpersonal relationships.
Moreover, parents with higher education levels participate more in children’ s
learning activities (Bae & Wickrama, 2015). Parents with higher socioeconomic
status tend to use autonomy-supportive approaches, while those with lower sta-
tus exhibit stronger behavioral control and harsh punishment, providing less
emotional warmth and support (Miller et al., 1997).

3.1 Definition of Rejection Sensitivity

Downey and Feldman (1996) define rejection sensitivity as the degree to which
individuals anxiously anticipate the negativity of information, readily perceive
rejection cues, and tend to overreact. They proposed a social-cognitive model of
rejection sensitivity, analyzing how individuals who have experienced rejection
in the past continuously lower their threshold for perceiving rejection cues in
daily life, thereby affecting their cognition, emotion, and behavior during in-
terpersonal interactions. Since Downey’ s definition represents an integrative
concept built upon previous work and is the most widely recognized and used,
this study adopts Downey’ s definition of rejection sensitivity.

Mehrabian (1970) first defined rejection sensitivity, viewing excessive sensitiv-
ity to rejection as a personality trait manifested differently in each individual.
He conceptualized rejection sensitivity as deep anxiety or fear about potential
rejection in social interaction contexts, which shifts attention toward negative
expectations and events. Boyce and Parker (1989) considered rejection sensi-
tivity as overemphasis on others’ evaluations during interpersonal interactions.
Other researchers view rejection sensitivity as an internal processing mechanism
of the organism that operates in constant flux rather than remaining static. The
intensity of individuals’ reactions to others’ rejection depends on their level of
rejection sensitivity (Mischel & Shoda, 1995).

3.2 Influencing Factors of Rejection Sensitivity

Factors influencing rejection sensitivity can be broadly divided into individual
and environmental aspects. Individual factors include but are not limited to
gender, physical appearance, and personality traits, while environmental fac-
tors involve early traumatic experiences, attachment, authoritarian parenting,
peer bullying, friendship, and cultural differences. Moreover, individual and en-
vironmental factors complement each other: individual factors influence specific
attentional, perceptual, and cognitive processing styles, while the environment,
as a crucial factor in individual growth and development, further strengthens
and shapes these processing styles. Consequently, they interact to jointly affect
individuals’ rejection sensitivity levels (Zheng Qinyi et al., 2022).
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4.1 Definition of Peer Attachment

Adolescence is also known as the “psychological weaning period,” during which
individuals’ psychology transitions from immaturity to maturity, shifting from
family dependence to gradual independence, with social relationships transi-
tioning from family to peers, making peer connections more intimate (Brown
& Larson, 2009). For adolescents, peers play an indispensable role in healthy
development and social adaptation across cognitive, emotional, personality, and
behavioral dimensions. Peer relationships hold irreplaceable value in meeting
adolescents’ social needs, obtaining social support, and experiencing security
and intimacy.

Peer attachment refers to the intimate feelings and mutually warm and support-
ive relationships established between adolescents and their peers (Buhrmester,
1990). When individuals are in adolescence, their relationships with peers show
a stable upward trend. This enhanced intimacy not only alleviates anxiety and
fear brought by rapid changes during adolescence but also promotes the healthy
development of individuals’ sense of security. Since adolescents spend most of
their time at school, peer relationships are particularly important for them.

4.2 Definition of Peer Alienation

Alienation, “Alienation,”was first understood as separation and alienation. Marx
initially introduced this concept in philosophy. Some scholars consider alien-
ation a comprehensive concept encompassing both subjective self-alienation and
objective alienation from nature. The objective level primarily manifests as in-
dividuals’ sense of losing control over their external environment, while the sub-
jective level covers factors such as social separation and loss of individuality (Li
Chao, 2018). Some scholars believe alienation is the experience of adversity or
discomfort in relationships with others, difficulty in normally coping with inter-
personal relationships, and a resulting sense of separation—feeling increasingly
distant from social groups (such as family, school, peer groups) and lacking sup-
portive or meaningful connections with them, which generalizes to negative feel-
ings of helplessness and meaninglessness about life, manifesting psychologically
as closure and alienation from the external world, emphasizing unmet psycho-
logical feelings and experiences. The basis involves alienation, detachment, and
disharmony with objects and weak collective consciousness (Suarez-Mendoza &
Zoghbi-Manrique-de-Lara, 2007). Peer alienation refers to the experience and
state of individuals isolating themselves from peer groups, directly reflecting
whether adolescents can establish effective connections with peers (Mcginley,
2018).

5.1 Research on Parenting Styles, Rejection Sensitivity, and
Internet Addiction

Family parenting styles influence individuals’ rejection sensitivity. Rejection
sensitivity is often associated with individuals frequently experiencing caregiver
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rejection and domestic violence during childhood or adolescence (Downey, Feld-
man, 1996). Ibrahim (2015) and colleagues conducted a self-report survey of
271 undergraduates, finding that adults’ memories of parental acceptance and
rejection in childhood significantly correlated with current rejection sensitivity
levels, with acceptance or rejection from same-gender parents better explaining
differences in rejection sensitivity. This occurs because children more easily
learn and accept same-gender parents’ beliefs and behaviors during parent-child
interactions (Rohner, 2014). Authoritarian parenting style significantly impacts
rejection sensitivity (Zheng Qinyi et al., 2020). Erozkan et al. (2009) also found
that individuals experiencing authoritarian parenting showed the most promi-
nent rejection sensitivity during development. Cardak, Sargam, and Onur (2012)
reached similar conclusions: authoritarian parenting tends to produce higher
rejection sensitivity in children, while more democratic parenting makes such
maladaptive characteristics less likely. Individuals raised under authoritarian
parenting not only exhibit high rejection sensitivity but also develop negative
emotions such as inferiority and depression, leading to behavioral and adapta-
tion problems like Internet addiction.

Current research on the relationship between rejection sensitivity and Inter-
net addiction is limited. Hu Le and Yu Lin (2006) suggested that individuals
with high interpersonal sensitivity are prone to Internet addiction. Rejection
sensitivity can positively predict pathological Internet use among left-behind
middle school students (Wang Jiangyang, Wang Mengge, 2022). Weinstein A et
al. (2016) and Zheng Zhihuai (2019) found that rejection sensitivity is an impor-
tant self-regulation ability that plays a significant role in preventing pathological
Internet use. It can also mediate between self-esteem and loneliness, thereby
influencing pathological Internet use. Notably, it has a significant positive pre-
dictive effect on pathological Internet use. He Wenting (2022) also confirmed
that rejection sensitivity is significantly positively correlated with problematic
Internet use.

Some studies (Wang Shuaiqing, 2013) consider interpersonal relationships im-
portant factors affecting mobile phone addiction, which is highly correlated with
Internet addiction. Moreover, research (Shi Yingzhu, 2011; Chen Huiling, 2011)
suggests that greater peer alienation correlates with higher Internet addiction.
Zhang Guohua et al. (2008) demonstrated that peer alienation significantly cor-
relates with pathological Internet use—adolescents with high peer alienation are
often unwilling to seek help from friends due to fear of ridicule, instead choosing
online social interaction to obtain friendship and support. Luo Yanrui (2022)
also showed that peer alienation can significantly directly predict Internet ad-
diction formation among rural middle school students.

The “uses and gratifications theory” in Internet addiction models well explains
the close connection between peer alienation and Internet addiction. This theory
posits that psychological needs and motivations are the primary internal drivers
of individual behavior. When certain needs are unmet, motivation drives indi-
viduals to compensate. According to Suler (1999), six psychological needs relate
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to Internet addiction, with interpersonal communication being one. If individ-
uals experience peer alienation in reality, they may use the Internet to satisfy
their interpersonal needs, leading to Internet addiction. However, this theory
only explores the relationship between peer alienation and Internet addiction
without establishing a detailed model, which motivates further investigation in
this study.

5.3 Relationships Among Parenting Styles, Rejection Sen-
sitivity, Peer Alienation, and Internet Addiction

Young' s ACE model proposed in 1997 also well explains relationships among
these four variables. The letters A, C, and E represent three characteristics
leading to Internet addiction: A stands for Anonymity, meaning people can
protect their real identity through various measures in Internet environments,
allowing them to express opinions anonymously without constraints and reduce
potential harm; C stands for Convenience, as the Internet provides convenience
in many aspects, enabling people to quickly obtain first-hand information from
various regions; E stands for Escape, as the online world differs from real life,
allowing people to communicate freely and seek emotional outlets.

Furthermore, parenting styles affect individuals’ rejection sensitivity levels, with
negative parenting leading to higher rejection sensitivity. Individuals with high
rejection sensitivity experience high anxiety about potential rejection in real-life
interpersonal interactions and can utilize the Internet’ s anonymity to reduce
possible rejection in interactions with others. Moreover, if individuals experience
peer alienation in reality, they can also use the Internet’ s convenience to make
new friends online and its escapist nature to satisfy self-needs.

In summary, existing research has explored pairwise relationships among par-
enting styles, rejection sensitivity, peer alienation, and Internet addiction but
has not established a definitive model, which motivates further exploration in
this study.

Individuals growing up in harsh family environments experience weakened sup-
portive systems that cannot provide timely, effective, intangible help, reduc-
ing the beneficial buffering function of support systems for stressed adolescents
(Xiao Yujuan, 2022). When problems arise, adolescents limited by their own abil-
ities and raised in negative family environments may choose to avoid parental
help. However, without family understanding and assistance, individuals may
adopt other methods to vent accumulated distress. The Internet, as an effort-
less way to seek emotional release and avoid reality, provides convenience for
this population. If estrangement exists between adolescents and their families,
they may become more dependent on the Internet to escape reality, leading to
Internet addiction (Diao Shengfu, 2003).
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1 Limitations of Previous Research

Analysis of previous research reveals that although existing studies are relatively
comprehensive, they have not simultaneously examined rejection sensitivity and
peer alienation as mediating variables in the relationship between parenting
styles and Internet addiction to verify chain mediation effects, leaving some
deficiencies. Therefore, this study improves upon previous research limitations
in its design.

2 Purpose of This Study

By reviewing and organizing domestic and foreign literature, this study explores
the influence of adolescent parenting styles on Internet addiction and the chain
mediating role of rejection sensitivity and peer alienation, conducting more pre-
cise variable relationship research and establishing a mediation model.

3 Significance of This Study

(1) Theoretical significance: While domestic research on parenting styles
and Internet addiction is abundant, no study has simultaneously examined the
relationship between parenting styles and Internet addiction from the perspec-
tives of rejection sensitivity and peer alienation. By exploring the current status
and connections among parenting styles, rejection sensitivity, peer alienation,
and Internet addiction among adolescents in a Quanzhou middle school, this
study further enriches theoretical research and data in the Internet addiction
field.

(2) Practical significance: Through investigating parenting styles, rejection
sensitivity, peer alienation, and Internet addiction, this study raises awareness
about parenting styles and Internet addiction, helps understand underlying
mechanisms, and better promotes healthy adolescent physical and psycholog-
ical development.

4 Research Hypotheses

H1: Positive parenting style is significantly negatively correlated with rejection
sensitivity, peer alienation, and Internet addiction.

H2: Negative parenting style is significantly positively correlated with rejection
sensitivity, peer alienation, and Internet addiction.

H3: Adolescents’ parenting styles, rejection sensitivity, peer alienation, and
Internet addiction show significant differences across gender demographics.

H4: Adolescents’ parenting styles, rejection sensitivity, peer alienation, and
Internet addiction show significant differences across only-child status demo-
graphics.
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H5: Rejection sensitivity and peer alienation play a chain mediating role in the
influence of negative parenting style on Internet addiction.

H6: Rejection sensitivity and peer alienation play a chain mediating role in the
influence of positive parenting style on Internet addiction.

Based on these hypotheses, the proposed chain mediation model is shown in
Figure 1 [Figure 1: see original paper].

Part III: Research Methods

2.1 Simplified Family Parenting Style Scale

Based on Arrindell et al. (1999), this study uses the version revised by Chinese
scholars Jiang Jiang, Lu Zhengrong, and Jiang Bijing. Adapted to China’ s na-
tional conditions, researchers revised this questionnaire into a Chinese scale con-
taining three core dimensions: parental rejection, emotional warmth, and over-
protection. The scale comprises father and mother sections, each with 21 items
(42 items total), using a 4-point rating scale with Item 15 reverse-scored. The
scale demonstrates good reliability and validity. Following previous research,
analysis was conducted from positive and negative parenting style perspectives
(Li Yongzhan, 2018), with the parental emotional warmth dimension assessing
positive parenting style and parental rejection and overprotection dimensions
assessing negative parenting style. Higher scores indicate stronger tendencies to
use that parenting style. In this study, the internal consistency Cronbach’ s «
coefficient was 0.82.

2.2 Rejection Sensitivity Scale

This study used the version translated and revised by Li Xia based on the Ex-
pectation of Rejection Tendency Scale, comprising 18 items with Items 1, 2, 4,
9, 10, and 17 reverse-scored. Using a 5-point rating scale from 1 ( “strongly
disagree” ) to 5 ( “strongly agree” ), higher scores indicate higher rejection sen-
sitivity. In this study, the internal consistency Cronbach’ s «a coeflicient was
0.81.

2.3 Parent-Child Peer Attachment Scale (IPPA)

The IPPA (Armsden & Greenberg, 1987) assesses adolescents’ intimate relation-
ships with fathers, mothers, and peers. Each of the three subscales contains 25
items that can be used independently. Using a Likert 5-point scale from 1 (“com-
pletely inconsistent”) to 5 (“completely consistent”), each subscale includes trust,
communication, and alienation dimensions. The alienation dimension measures
perceived interpersonal isolation, with higher scores indicating greater perceived
peer alienation. Following previous research, only the alienation dimension of
the peer attachment scale was administered (Wang Yujie et al., 2022). In this
study, the internal consistency Cronbach’ s « coefficient was 0.82.
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2.4 Chen Internet Addiction Scale (CIAS)

Developed by Chen Shuhui et al., this scale comprises five dimensions: compul-
sive Internet use symptoms (5 items), tolerance symptoms (4 items), withdrawal
reactions (5 items), interpersonal and health problems (7 items), and time man-
agement problems (5 items), totaling 26 items using a 4-point rating scale from
“completely inconsistent” to “completely consistent” with increasing scores. To-
tal scores range from 26-104, with higher scores indicating more severe Internet
addiction. Scores below 42 indicate normal Internet use; 42-59 indicate mild
addiction; scores above 59 indicate severe addiction. In this study, the internal
consistency Cronbach’ s « coefficient was 0.93.

3 Research Procedure

This study employed a questionnaire survey method, integrating and refining
the four scales—Simplified Family Parenting Style Scale, Rejection Sensitivity
Scale, peer alienation dimension of IPPA, and CTAS—into a single questionnaire
suitable for Chinese adolescents. Using Wenjuanxing for offline distribution,
the study administered the questionnaire to Grade 7 and Grade 8 students
from a Quanzhou, Fujian middle school. Three trained administrators provided
unified instructions, explained completion requirements in detail, emphasized
confidentiality principles, collected completed questionnaires, and distributed
small gifts.

4 Data Processing

After questionnaire distribution and data collection, SPSS 25.0 software was
used for data extraction, screening, and statistical analysis. Descriptive statis-
tics, independent samples t-tests, correlation analysis, and multiple regression
analysis were employed to examine variables. The SPSS Process plugin was used
for mediation analysis to explore the chain mediating role of rejection sensitivity
and peer alienation in the influence of parenting styles on adolescent Internet
addiction.

Part IV: Results Analysis
1 Common Method Bias Control and Testing

Harman’ s single-factor test was used to assess common method bias. Unrotated
exploratory factor analysis extracted 27 factors with eigenvalues greater than
1, with the largest factor explaining 17.83% of variance, below the 40% critical
standard, indicating no serious common method bias in this study.

2 Descriptive Statistics of Variables

Descriptive statistics for adolescent parenting styles, rejection sensitivity, peer
alienation, and Internet addiction are shown in Table 2 .
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According to Table 3 , 81 participants (21.7%) were normal Internet users; 176
(47.2%) had mild Internet addiction; and 116 (31.1%) had severe Internet ad-
diction.

3.1 Gender Difference Testing

Independent samples t-tests on gender differences in parenting styles, rejection
sensitivity, peer alienation, and Internet addiction scores are shown in Table 4 .

As shown in Table 4, independent samples t-test results revealed significant
gender differences in positive parenting style (p < 0.05), with boys scoring higher
than girls. Rejection sensitivity and peer alienation showed highly significant
gender differences (p < 0.01), with girls scoring significantly higher than boys,
indicating that girls experience higher rejection sensitivity and peer alienation.

3.2 Only-Child Difference Testing

Independent samples t-tests on differences in parenting styles, rejection sensi-
tivity, peer alienation, and Internet addiction scores based on only-child status
are shown in Table 5 .

Results showed no significant differences in adolescents’ Internet addiction, peer
alienation, rejection sensitivity, or parenting styles based on only-child status
(p > 0.05).

4 Correlation Analysis of Variables

Pearson product-moment correlation analysis of total scores for parenting styles,
rejection sensitivity, peer alienation, and Internet addiction revealed that all
variables were significantly intercorrelated. Specifically, negative parenting style
was significantly positively correlated with Internet addiction, peer alienation,
and rejection sensitivity, while positive parenting style was significantly nega-
tively correlated with Internet addiction, peer alienation, and rejection sensitiv-
ity. These correlation results support proceeding with regression analysis and
mediation model testing.

5.1 Chain Mediation Analysis of Rejection Sensitivity and Peer Alien-
ation Between Positive Parenting Style and Internet Addiction

Path regression coefficients are shown in Table 7 . Positive parenting style
significantly negatively predicted rejection sensitivity (5 = -0.19, p < 0.001)
and peer alienation (8 = -0.95, p < 0.05). Rejection sensitivity significantly
positively predicted peer alienation (8 = 0.49, p < 0.001). Positive parenting
style significantly negatively predicted Internet addiction (8 = -0.16, p < 0.01),
while rejection sensitivity and peer alienation significantly positively predicted
Internet addiction (8 = 0.14, p < 0.01; 5 = 0.39, p < 0.001).
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Using Hayes’ (2013) SPSS macro program Process with Model 6, 5000 bootstrap
samples, and 95% confidence intervals, with gender as a control variable, the
chain mediating role of rejection sensitivity and peer alienation was tested.

Results indicated that positive parenting style influenced Internet addiction
through four pathways: direct path: positive parenting style — Internet addic-
tion; indirect path 1: positive parenting style — rejection sensitivity — Internet
addiction; indirect path 2: positive parenting style — peer alienation — Inter-
net addiction; indirect path 3: positive parenting style — rejection sensitivity
— peer alienation — Internet addiction.

As shown in Table 8 , the direct path of positive parenting style — Internet
addiction was significant (effect = -0.16, 95% bias-corrected CI [-0.25, -0.07]),
indicating a direct effect. Indirect path 1 was significant (effect = -0.03, 95% CI
[-0.06, -0.004]), showing that positive parenting style negatively predicted rejec-
tion sensitivity, which positively predicted Internet addiction—rejection sensitiv-
ity mediated the effect. Indirect path 2 was significant (effect = -0.04, 95% CI
[-0.08, -0.04]), showing that positive parenting style negatively predicted peer
alienation, which positively predicted Internet addiction—peer alienation medi-
ated the effect. Indirect path 3 was significant (effect = -0.04, 95% CI [-0.06,
-0.02]), indicating that rejection sensitivity and peer alienation chain-mediated
the relationship between positive parenting style and Internet addiction. When
parents adopt positive parenting styles, adolescents’rejection sensitivity does not
increase, reducing peer alienation and ultimately decreasing Internet addiction.

In summary, rejection sensitivity and peer alienation partially mediate the rela-
tionship between positive parenting style and Internet addiction. The detailed
path model is shown in Figure 2 [Figure 2: see original paper].

5.2 Chain Mediation Analysis of Rejection Sensitivity and Peer Alien-
ation Between Negative Parenting Style and Internet Addiction

As shown in Table 9 , negative parenting style significantly positively predicted
rejection sensitivity (8 = 0.41, p < 0.001). Negative parenting style and rejection
sensitivity significantly positively predicted peer alienation (8 = 0.27, p < 0.001;
B = 0.39, p < 0.001). Negative parenting style, rejection sensitivity, and peer
alienation significantly positively predicted Internet addiction (8 = 0.14, p <
0.01; = 0.13, p < 0.01; 8 = 0.37, p < 0.001).

Testing the chain mediating role of rejection sensitivity and peer alienation with
gender as a control variable revealed that negative parenting style influenced
Internet addiction through four pathways: direct effect path: negative parenting
style — Internet addiction; indirect path 1: negative parenting style — rejection
sensitivity — Internet addiction; indirect path 2: negative parenting style —
peer alienation — Internet addiction; indirect path 3: negative parenting style
— rejection sensitivity — peer alienation — Internet addiction.

As shown in Table 10 , the direct path of negative parenting style — Internet
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addiction was significant (effect = 0.14, 95% bias-corrected CI [0.04, 0.24]), in-
dicating a direct effect. Indirect path 1 was significant (effect = 0.06, 95% CI
[0.01, 0.11]), showing that negative parenting style predicted rejection sensitiv-
ity, which predicted Internet addiction—rejection sensitivity mediated the effect.
Indirect path 2 was significant (effect = 0.10, 95% CI [0.05, 0.15]), showing that
negative parenting style predicted peer alienation, which predicted Internet ad-
diction—peer alienation mediated the effect. Indirect path 3 was significant (ef-
fect = 0.06, 95% CI [0.03, 0.09]), indicating that rejection sensitivity and peer
alienation chain-mediated the relationship between negative parenting style and
Internet addiction. When parents adopt negative parenting styles, adolescents’
rejection sensitivity increases, leading to peer alienation and ultimately intensi-
fying Internet addiction tendencies.

In summary, rejection sensitivity and peer alienation partially mediate the rela-
tionship between negative parenting style and Internet addiction. The detailed
path model is shown in Figure 3 [Figure 3: see original paper].

Discussion

1 Analysis of Internet Addiction and Rejection Sensitivity Survey
Results

According to Chen Shuhui’ s scale and scoring criteria, this study found a high
prevalence of Internet addiction among participants, higher than the 14.1% re-
ported in the “2022 Adolescent Internet Addiction Survey Report” and the
14.44% detection rate in Zhong Yiwen’ s (2021) study. Possible reasons for the
high rate include: first, the post-pandemic era requiring adolescents to attend
online classes, with some lacking self-control and developing Internet addiction;
second, adolescents’ strong curiosity providing a platform for world exploration
through Internet information searching; third, adolescents in rebellious periods
with psychologically closed characteristics gradually closing their inner selves,
lacking communication with parents and teachers, and preferring to express
their feelings online, thus spending more time on the Internet. Different detec-
tion rates may result from: (1) researchers using different diagnostic tools, and
(2) different participant groups being selected.

The average rejection sensitivity score was higher than Guo Yuhua’ s (2022)
study result of 52.5. High rejection sensitivity may result from: first, adoles-
cents being in a psychological turbulence period, paying special attention to
surrounding interpersonal relationships and being sensitive to rejection cues in
the environment; second, adolescents spending considerable time at school en-
tering a “mini-society” with more interpersonal interactions.

2 Analysis of Gender and Only-Child Differences Across Variables

Gender differences: Results revealed significant gender differences in positive
parenting style, peer alienation, and rejection sensitivity. Specifically, parents
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used more positive parenting with boys than girls, possibly due to traditional
Chinese concepts and gender stereotypes where families and society value boys’
growth and achievements more, providing boys with richer family resources.
Alternatively, girls’ earlier maturity may lead to behavior and thinking more
aligned with parental expectations, making parents more reassured and reduc-
ing emotional warmth toward girls (Song Linlin, 2020). Regarding rejection
sensitivity and peer alienation, girls scored higher than boys, consistent with
previous research (Li Jie, 2013; Li Xia, 2007; Wang Dapeng, 2012). This may be
explained by Eastern cultural influences making females more emotionally sen-
sitive and refined, more likely to perceive rejection in interpersonal interactions
with accompanying worry and anxiety. Under Eastern traditional culture, fe-
males are encouraged to express negative emotions, while males expressing such
emotions are considered weak and incompetent, creating barriers for males to ex-
press genuine feelings. Regarding peer alienation, females are more delicate and
sensitive in attachment relationships and typically lack security, making them
more likely to alienate peers over small conflicts or misunderstandings and more
attentive to subtle details, resulting in significantly lower peer alienation scores
for males (Zhang Shaohua, 2021).

Only-child differences: No significant differences existed across variables
based on only-child status, possibly because contemporary living conditions
are more affluent with adequate resources. With two-child and three-child poli-
cies and dissemination of scientific parenting methods, parental attitudes have
shifted, providing similar attention and resources regardless of only-child status,
thus eliminating significant differences.

3 Mediation Model of Parenting Styles on Internet Addiction

3.1 Chain Mediation of Rejection Sensitivity and Peer Alienation Be-
tween Positive Parenting Style and Internet Addiction This study
found that rejection sensitivity and peer alienation chain-mediated the rela-
tionship between positive parenting style and Internet addiction. Possible rea-
sons include: First, positive parenting benefits children’ s physical and men-
tal health development. Growing up in a warm family environment enhances
self-confidence, enabling positive responses to others’ words and behaviors in
interpersonal interactions with less sensitivity to rejection cues. Second, indi-
viduals with low rejection sensitivity do not show excessive anger, irritability,
or other negative emotions toward neutral cues in peer interactions, allowing
peers to interact more easily without worrying about causing misunderstand-
ings, thus maintaining good peer relationships. Finally, individuals with better
interpersonal relationships are more willing to seek peer help when encounter-
ing difficulties and must invest energy in interactions, reducing time and energy
available for Internet use.

If adolescents’ parents adopt positive parenting styles, they can create a safe,
warm environment where individuals are not overly sensitive to real-life rejection
cues, can establish positive, healthy peer relationships, have their needs met
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through these relationships, and reduce Internet addiction behaviors.

3.2 Chain Mediation of Rejection Sensitivity and Peer Alienation Be-
tween Negative Parenting Style and Internet Addiction This study
found that rejection sensitivity and peer alienation chain-mediated the relation-
ship between negative parenting style and Internet addiction. Possible reasons
include: First, negative parenting places adolescents in environments of frequent
rejection, coldness, neglect, and control. According to parental acceptance-
rejection theory (Erozkan A, 2004), parents and significant others can be placed
on a continuum from acceptance to rejection based on warmth expressed: warm,
emotional parents are accepting, while hostile, cold parents are rejecting. If indi-
viduals perceive rejection from mothers or fathers during interactions, they may
experience negative effects such as psychological maladjustment, low self-esteem,
and hostility, creating insecurity and expectations of rejection that make them
cautious and hypervigilant to social cues in interactions. Second, high rejection
sensitivity leads individuals to interpret neutral cues as negative rejection in-
formation in interpersonal interactions, causing overreactions that make others
feel tense and confused, gradually reducing others’ willingness to interact and
causing peer alienation. Adolescents are in Erikson’ s adolescence stage, needing
to establish self-identity. High rejection sensitivity and peer alienation focus at-
tention on searching for rejection cues in life, and the “self-fulfilling prophecy”
in interpersonal interactions hinders development and self-identity formation.
Finally, adolescents’ psychological contradiction between adult-like feelings and
immaturity, combined with desire to integrate into peer groups but inability to
meet self-needs or express genuine emotions in family and peer relationships,
leads them to seek other social resources. The widespread availability and con-
venience of the Internet provide an excellent platform for such adolescents, who
may spend considerable time online, resulting in Internet addiction.

Previous research supports these findings. Li Jiying et al. (2023) found that
parental rejection positively predicts rejection sensitivity—more parental rejec-
tion leads to higher rejection sensitivity among college students. According to
attachment theory, children who experience parental rejection in early child-
hood develop insecure attachment relationships, feeling unworthy of love and
doubting others’ acceptance, habitually expecting rejection in social interac-
tions and forming rejection sensitivity. Research on Chinese college students
found that various negative parenting styles (authoritarian, permissive, neglect-
ful) generally lead to higher rejection sensitivity, while trust, encouragement,
and emotional support can reduce rejection reactions. Additionally, parenting
styles partially influence rejection sensitivity through effects on children’ s per-
sonality (Gao Yanchun, 2014).

Negative parenting styles that demand unconditional compliance or habitually
ignore needs provide a frustrating environment that hinders development of
self-efficacy and self-esteem (Liu Z, 2019), prevents good peer interaction (Guo
B, 2004), and causes peer alienation. If parents use negative parenting styles,
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children learn rejection and confrontation patterns, increasing peer alienation.
Highly rejection-sensitive individuals, overly sensitive to potential rejection, are
more vulnerable and have negative thoughts about interpersonal interactions,
showing overreactions of anger, agitation, avoidance, or depression that intensify
interpersonal distress (Chen Yonglin, 2021). Zhang Guohua and Lei Li (2008)
showed that peer alienation significantly positively correlates with adolescent In-
ternet addiction. Zhang Yaogian (2021) demonstrated that rejection-sensitive
individuals, fearing rejection when seeking help from significant others, turn
to alternative ways to meet relational needs when actually rejected. As a so-
cial medium, the Internet can reduce negative experiences from unsatisfactory
interpersonal relationships, leading to Internet addiction.

According to Adler’ s compensation mechanism theory from psychoanalytic per-
spectives, compensation is a restorative behavior for deviations occurring during
social adaptation. This restoration is a “displacement” compensation—surpass-
ing others by leveraging strengths in other areas to compensate for deficiencies.
When adolescents experience negative parenting and peer alienation in daily life,
feeling less companionship and communication, their basic psychological needs
remain unmet. The Internet’ s anonymity and escapist characteristics provide a
platform for adolescents to find confidants and interaction objects, compensating
for lost peer attachment in reality through positive self-presentation. However,
the decompensation theory assumes that normal-purpose Internet use repre-
sents healthy interaction between individuals and the Internet that can be au-
tonomously controlled. When individuals use the Internet with compensatory,
retaliatory purposes, other resources cannot flow orderly in addicts’ hands, and
the Internet becomes a “lifeline” for addicts, leading to self-repair failure, patho-
logical compensation dominance, and ultimately “decompensation”consequences
(Luo Tingrui, 2022), resulting in Internet addiction.

4 Innovations of This Study

This study establishes a new research model among variables. Previous research
examined relationships among adolescent parenting styles, rejection sensitivity,
peer alienation, and Internet addiction but did not establish specific models.
This study attempts to build a chain mediation model among these four variables
to clarify relationships and provide clear understanding of Internet addiction
development pathways.

5 Limitations and Future Directions

This study has several limitations. First, the questionnaire method can only
verify correlations between variables, making causal interpretation difficult. Fu-
ture research should consider other methods for deeper exploration of variable
relationships. Second, limited by sampling scope and method, sample represen-
tativeness is insufficient. Participants came from one ordinary middle school in
Quanzhou, Fujian, with significant limitations, and Grade 9 students preparing
for high school entrance exams were excluded. Future research should collect
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data from different regions, schools, and levels to improve generalizability. Fi-
nally, the large number of items may cause participant fatigue, potentially af-
fecting result persuasiveness and scientific rigor. Future studies could combine
interviews with questionnaires.

Although this study explored how parenting styles influence adolescent Inter-
net addiction and demonstrated mediating pathways, whether other mediating
variables simultaneously function remains to be discussed.

Part VI: Conclusion

Based on investigating adolescents’ Internet addiction status and relationships
among parenting styles, rejection sensitivity, peer alienation, and Internet ad-
diction, this study tested and discussed all hypotheses, reaching the following
conclusions:

1. Positive parenting style is significantly negatively correlated with rejection
sensitivity, peer alienation, and Internet addiction.

2. Negative parenting style is significantly positively correlated with rejection
sensitivity, peer alienation, and Internet addiction.

3. Positive parenting style, rejection sensitivity, and peer alienation differ
by gender, with boys scoring higher on positive parenting style and girls
scoring higher on rejection sensitivity and peer alienation.

4. Rejection sensitivity and peer alienation chain-mediate the influence of
negative parenting style on Internet addiction.

5. Rejection sensitivity and peer alienation chain-mediate the influence of
positive parenting style on Internet addiction.

Based on findings, the following recommendations are proposed to help adoles-
cents reduce Internet addiction and achieve healthy development:

1. Parenting styles matter: Parents should emphasize scientific parenting
methods, adopt more positive parenting styles, and create an equal, demo-
cratic, warm, and intimate family atmosphere to foster self-confidence and
good interpersonal skills. If children show high rejection sensitivity, par-
ents should reflect on and adjust their parenting to establish good parent-
child relationships, reducing overreactions to rejection cues and promoting
correct, positive attitudes.

2. Focus on peer relationships: For adolescents in puberty, peer rela-
tionships are highly valued, and peer evaluations and behaviors affect
adolescent development, including self-concept and behavior. Based on
observational learning theory, children learn and imitate parents’ interac-
tion styles, so parents should be role models, helping children master good
interpersonal skills.

3. Address psychological needs: Parents should pay attention to children’
s psychological needs. According to Maslow’ s hierarchy of needs, basic
needs include belongingness and love. For adolescents, social resources
and support mainly come from family and peers. If they cannot seek help
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when encountering difficulties, they may use the Internet as a solution.
Parents should help children meet these needs within the family, creating
strong belongingness and a warm, supportive environment for personal
growth and adequate social support.

4. Learn interpersonal skills: Adolescents need to learn correct interper-
sonal methods and skills, accept rejection calmly, and cultivate positive,
optimistic mindsets. Rejection is inevitable in interpersonal interactions,
and individuals need to view it correctly, attribute it scientifically, and
develop some “insensitivity.”

5. Utilize social resources: Adolescents should effectively use available
social resources and support, establish good peer relationships and inti-
mate parent-child relationships, and learn to seek help from others when
encountering difficulties. They should have clear understanding of the In-
ternet as a convenient tool that can also be addictive and affect normal
social functioning.
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