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INTRODUCTION

Smartphones are the preferred tool of social media use and 
modern communication for most people. People use smart-
phone regularly during the moment of staying with friends 
and family.1 Phubbing is a new phenomenon emerging sev-
eral years ago. This behavior is relatively common in various 
life situations.2-4 The term “phubbing” is a portmanteau of words 
“phone” and “snubbing.” Phubbing is characterized by act of 
snubbing someone in a social setting by focusing on his or 
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her smartphone instead.5 One person can be a phubber (the 
one exhibits phubbing) or a phubbee (the one is phubbed). 
Limited epidemiological studies have identified high preva-
lence of phubbing, which is about 50%.6,7 Phubbing can result 
in a variety of detrimental consequences, including poor in-
terpersonal relationship, psychological distress and academic 
burnout.6,8 In order to reduce the negative impact of phubbing 
for both phubber and phubbee, it is important to investigate 
the potential correlates of phubbing.

Despite diverse cultural context, psychological aggression 
is the highly prevalent form of harsh discipline parenting 
method in Chinese and Western societies.9-11 Parental psy-
chological aggression is defined as verbal and symbolic acts 
exhibited by parents towards their children with the intention 
of causing psychological pain or fear for the purpose of cor-
recting or controlling children’s misbehavior.12,13 The high fre-
quency and severity of psychological aggression by parents 
can be considered as a specific form of child abuse instead of 
normal interaction in typical families.11 Students from grade 
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7 to 9 (age 13–15 years) in Southern China reported the prev-
alence of parental psychological aggression in the past 6 
months with 78.3%.14 The prevalence of severe psychologi-
cal aggression by parents for American teenagers was about 
50%.11 Even the high cultural acceptance, children exposed to 
parental psychological aggression are at risk of a series of neg-
ative outcomes, such as externalizing and internalizing prob-
lem behaviors.15 Prior studies have emphasized the important 
influence of abusive parenting on adolescents’ problematic 
smartphone use,16-18 while little is known about the relation-
ship between parental psychological aggression and phub-
bing. Adolescence is a special period with a significant change 
in emotional and social development,19 prevention and inter-
vention efforts aimed at decreasing the negative effect of pa-
rental psychological aggression on phubbing are of great sig-
nificance. The present study will examine the association 
between parental psychological aggression and phubbing and 
the potential mechanism underlying this relation. 

Parental psychological aggression and phubbing
Children can perceive psychological aggression as a rejec-

tion.20 The parental acceptance-rejection theory argues that 
children who feel rejected by their parents or other caregivers 
are increased risk of internalizing and externalizing behavior 
problems.21,22 Individuals perceived rejection tend to feel un-
loved, flawed and worthless, which increase the probability 
of behavior problems,23 such as phubbing. Experiencing pa-
rental psychological aggression could reduce children’s trust 
and attachment to parents in the real word, which make them 
turn to concentrating on smartphone and escaping from in-
terpersonal communication with the other person present as 
a maladaptive coping strategy.24,25 Empirical research has dem-
onstrated parental neglect and childhood psychological mal-
treatment could leave children vulnerable to smartphone ad-
diction.16,17 Phubbing as a compensatory behavior for unmet 
need might be triggered by parental psychological aggression. 
Based on the previous work, we proposed the following hy-
pothesis: Hypothesis 1. Parental psychological aggression would 
be positively correlated with phubbing among adolescents. 

The potential mediating role of anxiety
Negative emotions play important role in contributing to 

excessive use of smartphone and anxiety is one of affective 
variables. According to the parental acceptance-rejection the-
ory,21,22 children who frequently experience parental psycho-
logical aggression exhibit higher levels of anxiety. If parental 
psychological aggression is interpreted a psychological and 
emotional rejection by children, severe anxiety symptoms will 
be reported in adolescents due to lack of parental warmth, care 
and support.26 After a research on demographic variables and 

various forms of parental aggression, parental psychological 
aggression was found to be the most predictive of anxiety.27 
Thus, individual’s anxiety might decrease after he or she be-
ing psychological aggression by parents.

According to compensatory internet use theory,28 parental 
psychological aggression as a stressful life event drive individ-
ual to engage in phubbing in order to alleviate anxiety. People 
may try to distract themselves from anxiety with more atten-
tion to their smartphone rather than face-to-face communi-
cation. Phubbing as a “self-medication” means of regulating 
anxiety symptoms is adopted by many adolescents.29 In ad-
dition, empirical research indicated that trait anxiety was sig-
nificantly associated with phubbing.30 Adolescents with high 
levels of social anxiety were more likely to exhibit friend 
phubbing.31

After the above discussion, it is possible that parental psy-
chological aggression may exacerbate anxiety, which in turn 
would be related to increases in adolescent phubbing. There-
fore, we hypothesized that anxiety would play a mediator role 
in the relationship between parental psychological aggression 
and phubbing (Hypothesis 2).

Sex and grade differences
Sex is an important socio-demographic variable influenc-

ing parental psychological aggression, anxiety and phub-
bing. Boys reported higher prevalence of maternal psycholog-
ical aggression than girls, while no gender difference in paternal 
psychological aggression was found.32 Girls are more sensi-
tivity to anxiety than boys.33 Previous research indicated that 
the frequency and duration of phubbing were significantly 
higher in girls than boys.34 Moreover, there is also gender dif-
ference in the predictors of phubbing. For example, variables 
of e-motional expression, facilitation of e-motions, and neti-
quette explained more variability in phubbing for girls than 
boys.35 According to gendered family process model,36 gen-
der-differentiated parenting plays an important role in child 
behavior. Parents adopt different strategies to treat boys and 
girls, which result in differential development of girls and 
boys.36 Child gender acted as a moderator in the relationships 
between parental discipline and both child moral regulation 
and externalizing problems.37 Parents may use different levels 
of punishment for son and daughter.32,38 Although the similar 
discipline methods adopted by parents for girls and boys, they 
may differ on the reaction to punishment.37 However, there 
was no consistent conclusion with regard to the role of gender 
in the association between harsh discipline and anxiety.38,39 
Prior research revealed that internalizing behavior mediated 
the association between child maltreatment and externaliz-
ing behavior, while gender difference was found in this me-
diation model.40 To best of our knowledge, no research has 
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conducted to examine the sex difference in the mediation 
model regarding the impact of parental psychological ag-
gression on phubbing via anxiety. Therefore, we hypothesized 
that sex played a moderator role in our proposed mediation 
model (Hypothesis 3).

Except for sex, grade differences on home adjustment and 
health adjustment were obtained in adolescent students.41 
Prior research found effective parenting buffered the effect of 
higher levels of peer deviance on conduct problems for stu-
dents during the transition from seventh to eighth grade.42 
Grade plays important role in the influence of parenting on 
adolescents’ development. Consequently, we would like to ex-
plore the moderating effect of grade in our proposed media-
tion model and hypothesized that there was grade difference 
in the proposed mediation model (Hypothesis 4).

 
The present study

Based on the literature review, the present study will ex-
plore the influence of parental psychological aggression on 
phubbing in adolescents, as well as the mediating role of anxi-
ety in this association. Sex and grade differences in our pro-
posed mediation model will be also examined. We will iden-
tify the moderating role of sex and grade in which specific 
path. Findings will provide theoretical and empirical support 
for helping student properly handle parental psychological 
aggression and reduce phubbing.

METHODS

Study design and participants
Data used in our research was from a cross-sectional study 

of Chinese junior high school students conducted in Novem-
ber 2021. We adopted a cluster sample design to recruit the stud-
ied samples of 7th through 9th grade students in a public ju-
nior high school. According to the total number of this school, 
the selected number of each grade are calculated. Classes are 
randomly selected and all the students in the classes were in-
vited to participant in the survey. A total of 789 students were 
approached, while 758 of these sample were included in the 
data analysis due to the rejection of invalid questionnaire. The 
city where the studied school is located was classified as the 
area at low risk of COVID-19 in 2021. Thus, the city had no 
lockdown measures and the school was not closed in 2021. 
The study took place at the end of 2021, so the impact of CO-
VID-19 on our research results could be neglected.

A detailed description of the purpose, procedure, and con-
fidentiality of the study were informed to all participants be-
fore the data collection. Written consent from all participants 
and parents of minors were received. All the participants were 
required to completed the structured questionnaire with the 

help of trained researchers. This study was approved by the Re-
search Ethics Committee of Shandong University (LL20210102) 
and it has been performed in accordance with the ethical 
standards of 1964 Declaration of Helsinki. 

Measures

Socio-demographic characteristics 
Socio-demographic variables included sex (male, female), 

grade (seventh grade, eighth grade, ninth grade), having any 
siblings (yes, no), family residence (urban areas, rural areas).

Parental psychological aggression
The parental psychological aggression subscale (e.g., shout-

ed, yelled, or screamed) of the Parent-Child Conflict Tactics 
Scales was used for the present study, which has been validat-
ed in the Chinese population.12,14,43 Participants were asked to 
answer how often their parents engaged in the specific acts of 
psychological aggression in the past year. The psychological 
aggression subscale consists of five items scored on a 7-point 
Likert scale with the following response options: 0 (never), 1 
(once), 2 (twice), 3 (3 to 5 times), 4 (6 to 10 times), 5 (11 to 20 
times), and 6 (more than 20 times). Item are summed for a 
total score where in higher scores indicate more frequency of 
experiencing parental psychological aggression. In the pres-
ent study, the Cronbach’s α of psychological aggression sub-
scale was 0.81.

 
Anxiety

The Generalized Anxiety Disorder 7-Item Scale was used 
to assess the severity of anxiety symptoms over the past two 
weeks, which has been validated in the Chinese adoles-
cents.44,45 This scale makes up seven items and is rated on a 
7-point Likert scale from 0 (not at all) to 3 (nearly every day). 
Item are summed and total scores range from 0 to 21. Higher 
scores indicate greater levels of anxiety symptoms. In the 
present study, the Cronbach’s α was 0.94.

Phubbing 
The Chinese version of Generic Scale of Phubbing (GSP) 

was used to assess the phubbing,46 which was originally de-
veloped by Chotpitayasunondh and Douglas.5 This scale con-
sists of 15 items and 4 dimensions including nomophobia (4 
items), interpersonal conflict (4 items), self-isolation (4 items), 
and problem acknowledgement (3 items). Participants re-
sponded on a 5-point Likert scale from 1 (not at all true for 
me) to 5 (extremely true of me). Item are summed and higher 
scores indicates the more severity of phubbing. In the present 
study, the Cronbach’s α was 0.91.
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Statistical analyses
There are less than 5% missing data in the present study. All 

the missing data were missing at random. Since all the stud-
ied continuous variables followed the normal distribution by 
determining their skewness and kurtosis, mean imputation 
was adopted to handle the missing data in continuous vari-
ables.47 Statistical analyses were performed using SPSS 24.0 
version program and Amos 23.0 software (IBM Corp, Ar-
monk, NY, USA). Descriptive analysis and Pearson’s correla-
tion coefficient were conducted to determine the associations 
between the studied variables. Differences in the main study 
variables in terms of sex, and grade were determined by t test 
and two-way analysis of variance. Structural equation mod-
eling (SEM) was adopted to examine the mediating effect of 
anxiety on the association between parental psychological ag-
gression and phubbing. The mediation model was evaluated 
using the following indices: chi-square (CMIN), χ2/df, com-
parative fit index (CFI), Tucker-Lewis index (TLI), and root-
mean-squared error of approximation (RMSEA). Based on 
the recommended cutoff values, models with CMIN/ df <5, 
CFI and TLI >0.9, and RMSEA <0.08 are deemed an accept-
able fit; those with CMIN/df <3, CFI and TLI >0.95, and 
RMSEA <0.05 are deemed a good fit.48,49 The significance of 
mediation model was determined by bias-corrected boot-
strapping procedure. The 95% confidence interval (CI) was 
calculated based on 5,000 bootstrap samples and the exclu-
sion of zero indicated a significant mediation effect. The sub-
group approach was used to examine the mediation in differ-
ent levels of the moderator variable.50 Specifically, we conducted 
multiple group path analysis to explore the roles of sex and 
grade in the proposed mediation model by determining the 
equivalence of path coefficients across different groups. The 
absolute value of critical ratios for differences between pa-
rameters with >1.96 indicated statistical significance of path 
coefficients across two groups. Two-tailed with p<0.05 are 
considered statistically significant.

RESULTS 

Sample characteristics
There are slightly more boys (n=391, 51.6%) than girls (n= 

367, 48.4%) in the sample, with the age ranged between 12 and 
15 years (mean=13.45, standard deviation=0.96). Over one 
third students were in the seventh grade (n=303, 40.0%), fol-
lowed by ninth grade (n=232, 30.6%) and eighth grade (n=223, 
29.4%). The majority of respondents had at least one sibling 
(n=608, 80.2%). Participants were predominately from rural 
areas (n=521, 68.7%). 

Preliminary analyses
Descriptive statistics and Pearson correlation among all the 

studied variables are displayed in the Table 1. Sex was signifi-
cantly associated with parental psychological aggression (p< 
0.05), anxiety (p<0.01), and phubbing (p<0.01). Grade was 
correlated with phubbing (p<0.01). Parental psychological 
aggression, anxiety, and phubbing was positively correlated 
to each other (p<0.01).

Differences in parental psychological aggression, 
anxiety and phubbing by sex and grade groups

Table 2 shows that girls had higher levels of parental psy-
chological aggression (t=2.31, p<0.05), anxiety (t=3.36, p<0.01), 
and phubbing (t=5.71, p<0.001) compared to boys. There were 
significantly statistical differences in grade on parental psy-
chological aggression (F=5.42, p<0.01) and phubbing (F=9.65, 
p<0.001). There were no grade differences in terms of anxiety. 

Testing for the mediation effect of anxiety
We built a SEM to verify the mediation effect of anxiety in 

the association between parental psychological aggression 
and phubbing. An acceptable model fit was obtained (χ2/df= 
4.318; p<0.001, NFI=0.977, TLI=0.966, CFI=0.982, RMSEA= 
0.066). As can be seen in Figure 1, parental psychological ag-
gression was positively correlated to anxiety (β=0.30, p<0.001), 
which in turn was associated with phubbing (β=0.41, p<0.001). 
The indirect effect of parental psychological aggression on 
phubbing via anxiety was 0.12. The 95% CI (0.09, 0.17) does 
not contain zero, indicating that anxiety partially mediated 
the association between parental psychological aggression 
and phubbing. The direct effect of parental psychological ag-
gression on phubbing was 0.18 (95% CI: 0.10, 0.26). The me-
diation effect accounted for 40.0% of the total effect of the 
association between parental psychological aggression and 

Table 1. Descriptive statistics and bivariate correlation among all 
the studied variables (N=758)

Variables 1 2 3 4 5
1. Sex 1
2. Grade -0.02 1
3. Parental psychological 
  aggression

-0.09* 0.05 1

4. Anxiety -0.13** -0.01 0.33** 1
5. Phubbing -0.21** 0.11** 0.29** 0.46** 1
M - - 2.20 0.52 1.92
SD - - 1.50 0.70 0.80
Skewness - - 1.06 1.61 1.03
Kurtosis - - 0.63 2.05 0.86
Sex was dummy coded as 0=girl and 1= boy. *p<0.05; **p<0.01; M, 
mean; SD, standard deviation
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phubbing.

The moderating role of sex and grade
In order to examine the stability of the above-mentioned 

mediation model across different groups, we make compari-
sons of the proposed mediation model by different socio-de-
mographic groups through multiple group analysis. Specifi-
cally, a series of multiple group analysis was performed to 
verify the moderation effects of sex and grade on the associ-
ation between parental psychological aggression and phub-
bing mediating by anxiety. A statistically significant differ-
ence indicates sex and grade could play moderating effect on 
the mediation model. 

The sex and grade differences in the mediation model were 
identified. The path coefficients in the mediation model across 
different sex and grade groups are displayed in the Table 3 
and were statistical significance (p<0.001). Specifically, results 
only indicated the path coefficient from anxiety to phubbing 
was significantly smaller in girls (β=0.30) than boys (β=0.53). 

The value of critical ratios for differences between parameters 
was 3.101, which was greater than 1.96. Thus, sex moderated 
the relationship between anxiety and phubbing. Compared 
with girls, anxiety had more influence on boys’ phubbing. 
The indirect effect of the mediation model was 0.09 and 0.15 

Table 2. Comparisons among parental psychological aggression, anxiety, and phubbing in studied socio-demographic characteristics 
(M±SD)†

Variables PPA Mean difference Anxiety Mean difference Phubbing Mean difference
Sex

Girls  11.63±7.87 1.24* 4.20±4.95 1.14** 31.28±12.74 4.96***
Boys 10.39±6.89 3.06±4.40 26.31±10.73

Grade
Seventh (1) 11.08±7.64 (1)-(2)=1.31* 3.47±4.82 (1)-(2)=-0.55 26.41±10.07 (1)-(2)=-3.82***

(1)-(3)=-0.95 (1)-(3)=0.08 (1)-(3)=-3.99***
Eighth (2)  9.76±6.65 (2)-(1)=-1.31* 4.02±5.21 (2)-(1)=0.55 30.24±12.22 (2)-(1)=3.82***

(2)-(3)=-2.26** (2)-(3)=0.63 (2)-(3)=-0.17
Ninth (3) 12.02±7.63 (3)-(1)=0.95 3.39±3.95 (3)-(1)=-0.08 30.41±13.54 (3)-(1)=3.99***

(3)-(2)=2.26** (3)-(2)=-0.63 (3)-(2)= 0.17
*p<0.05; **p<0.01; ***p<0.001; †sample size might be different in each comparison group due to the missing values in categorical variables. M, 
mean; SD, standard deviation; PPA, parental psychological aggression

Parental psychological aggression

Anxiety

Nomophobia Self-isolationInterpersonal conflict Problem acknowledgement

0.63***0.82***0.81***0.74***

0.18***

0.41***0.30***

Phubbing

Figure 1. The mediation model of anxiety in the association between parental psychological aggression and phubbing. ***p<0.001.

Table 3. Path coefficients (β) in different socio-demographic groups 
(N=758)

Variables
PPA to 
anxiety

Anxiety to 
phubbing

PPA to 
phubbing

Sex
Girls 0.31 0.30* 0.20
Boys 0.29 0.53* 0.15

Grade
Seventh 0.32 0.43 0.19
Eighth 0.40* 0.48 0.22
Ninth 0.22* 0.36 0.15

*path coefficients in the mediation model were statistically signifi-
cant between two groups.  PPA, parental psychological aggression
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for girls and boys, which accounted for 32.06% and 51.18% of 
the total effect among girls and boys, respectively. The medi-
ating effect of anxiety was stronger in boys than in girls. Path 
coefficient from parental psychological aggression to anxiety 
was very close in girls (β=0.31) and boys (β=0.29). There was 
no significant difference of path coefficient from parental psy-
chological aggression to phubbing in girls (β=0.20) and boys 
(β=0.15).

With regards to the effect of grade on the mediation mod-
el, results only revealed the path coefficient from parental 
psychological aggression to anxiety was significantly larger in 
grade eight group (β=0.40) that those in grade nine (β=0.22). 
The value of critical ratios for differences between parameters 
was -3.408 and its absolute value was also greater than 1.96 
indicating statistical significance. Differences in the path co-
efficient from parental psychological aggression to anxiety 
between seventh (β=0.32) and eighth grade, between eighth 
and ninth grade were not found. Thus, grade moderated the 
association between parental psychological aggression and 
anxiety. Students in eighth grade exposed to frequent parental 
psychological aggression were more likely to exhibit anxiety 
than those in ninth grade. The indirect effect of the mediation 
model was 0.14, 0.19, and 0.08, while the total effect of the 
mediation model was 0.33, 0.41, and 0.23 in seventh, eighth 
and ninth grade group, respectively. There was no significant 
difference of path coefficient with regard to the mediation 
model in varied grade except for the path from parental psy-
chological aggression to anxiety.

DISCUSSION

The purpose of this study was to identify the association be-
tween parental psychological aggression and phubbing and 
the mediating effect of anxiety in this relationship, and to de-
termine sex and grade differences in the proposed mediation 
model. Results indicated that frequently experiencing paren-
tal psychological aggression was directly associated with more 
adolescent phubbing. In addition, anxiety was a significant 
mediator in the association between parental psychological 
aggression and phubbing. Sex and grade moderated the me-
diation model from parental psychological aggression to phub-
bing via anxiety. Findings can help improve understanding of 
the mechanisms by more phubbing manifests in adolescents 
exposed to frequent parental psychological aggression.

The present study illustrated frequent parental psychologi-
cal aggression was associated with greater phubbing among 
adolescents, which supported our first hypothesis. This find-
ing is similar to previous research on the relationship of pa-
rental neglect and psychological maltreatment with excessive 
smartphone use.16,17 According to risk families model, children 

from risky families may exhibit behavioral addiction as a com-
pensation for deficiencies in the biological, social and emo-
tional functioning.51 Parental psychological aggression is the 
threatening acts and negative emotional expressions of par-
ents towards to their children.52 It is hard for adolescents with 
continuous exposure to parental psychological aggression to 
achieve basic psychological need fulfillment in real life.20 More 
importantly, Internet use could fulfill various types of needs.53 
Adolescents living in a family with high levels of parental psy-
chological aggression are more likely to involve in online ac-
tivities by smartphone in order to seek support and satisfy the 
unmet need. The need for social communication fulfilled on-
line might lead adolescents to focus on their smartphone when 
in face-to-face communication with the other person.

In line with our Hypothesis 2, results revealed that anxiety 
mediated the association between parental psychological ag-
gression and phubbing. In other word, anxiety acts as a “bridge” 
linking parental psychological aggression to phubbing. In 
consistent with prior research, parental psychological aggres-
sion was significantly associated with anxiety,9,27 and anxiety 
was positively correlated to phubbing.30 The indirect effect of 
anxiety implied that anxiety manifested in adolescents with 
the experience of parental psychological aggression, which in 
turn make adolescents susceptibility to phubbing. Compen-
satory internet use theory could offer an appropriate expla-
nation to understand how parental psychological aggression 
leads to phubbing via anxiety.28 Based on this theory,28 ado-
lescents are inclined to be addicted to smartphone and ignore 
face-to-face communication to reduce the anxiety generated 
from the parental psychological aggression. According to the 
self-medication model,54 lack of adequate nurturance from 
parents in childhood increased difficulties in coping with af-
fect, which placed individuals at increased risks of inappro-
priate use or overuse the specific substance to regulate them-
selves and get external relief, such as Internet and smartphone.

Results indicated a significant sex differences in our pro-
posed mediation model, which was in support of our Hypoth-
esis 3. Specifically, sex moderated the path from anxiety to 
phubbing. Experiencing parental psychological aggression 
increased the possibility of anxiety, while more phubbing was 
exhibited in boys with anxiety. The influence of anxiety on 
phubbing was stronger in boys than girl, which was similar to 
the previous finding that student with anxiety symptom were 
inclined to be pathological internet users in males in com-
parison with females.55 Possible explanations may be that girls 
are more physically and psychologically mature than boys in 
the period of junior middle school students. Moreover, girls 
often have high levels of self-control than boys, which makes 
girls are less susceptible to problematic mobile phone use.56 
However, results did not find the moderating effect of sex in 



1018  Psychiatry Investig  2022;19(12):1012-1020

Parental Psychological Aggression and Phubbing

the direct path (parental psychological aggression to phub-
bing) and second path (anxiety to phubbing) of the mediation 
model. Parental psychological aggression as a high prevalent 
and less serious parental discipline has negative influence on 
individuals regardless of sex and there are no sex differences 
in this effect.

Results also identified a significant grade differences in our 
proposed mediation model, which was in support of our Hy-
pothesis 4. Specifically, grade moderated the path from paren-
tal psychological aggression to anxiety. Univariate analysis of 
variance in the present study found that parental psychologi-
cal aggression in grade eight students was significantly lower 
than that in grade seven and nine students. Though the prev-
alence of parental psychological aggression decreased signifi-
cantly with children’s age as a whole, prior research indicated 
that the paternal psychological aggression prevalence was 
high in children aged 12, 13, and 15 than children aged 14.32 
In the study sample, 7th grade represents the begning of ju-
nior high school, while 9th grade represents the end of com-
pulsory school. Both of time point seem to be of great sig-
nificance for students during this period. Due to competive 
enterance of senior high school exam in China, parents often 
exercise too much verbal act or even psychological aggression 
to push their children to work hard and achieve high aca-
demic goals.57 While parental psychological aggression was 
positively associated with anxiety, our results showed that the 
negative effect of parental psychological aggression on anxi-
ety was stronger in grade eight students than that in grade 
nine. Eighth graders could report less frequency of parental 
psychological aggression but more sensitive to it. Students in 
grade eight might be more influenced by parental psychologi-
cal aggression, which elevates the risk of anxiety. Future re-
search is needed to verify this relationship and understand its 
underlying causes. There were no significant differences in 
the influence of parental psychological aggression on anxiety 
between seventh and eighth grade, between eighth and ninth 
grade. Other path coefficients in the mediation model were not 
significantly different in varied grade. This is might be on ac-
count of small age gap in between two grades and junior high 
school students are almost during the period of preadolescence.

Practical implications and limitations
Findings in the present study have some practical implica-

tions for prevention and intervention of adolescent phubbing. 
First, the effective intervention programs should be adopted 
and pay more attention to those families with frequent paren-
tal psychological aggression. Not only cultivate appropriate 
methods of parental discipline for parents, but improve cop-
ing resources and strategies of children for better response to 
parental psychological aggression. Second, reducing anxiety 

will also contribute to the decrease in phubbing, especially for 
those who experience frequent parental psychological aggres-
sion. Third, the intervention of phubbing should also take so-
cio-demographic factors into account, as they were closely 
correlated to the relationship between parental psychological 
aggression and phubbing.

Several limitations must be considered in interpreting the 
finding of the current study. First, this study was based on a 
cross-sectional design, which limits any causal conclusions. 
The direction of each path involved in the present study need 
further confirmation in future longitudinal studies. Second, 
the retrospective and self-report measures used in this study 
are more likely to introduce measurement bias, especially for 
the experience of parental psychological aggression. Children 
might be reluctant to recall or give an objective report of how 
often did she or he experience parental psychological aggres-
sion. Respondents might over-report or under-report such 
adverse experience. More validated and accurate measure-
ments to evaluate these variables should be considered in fu-
ture studies. Third, only the frequency of parental psychologi-
cal aggression was examined in this current study. We encourage 
future research include the severity and duration of psycho-
logical aggression.

In summary, the findings presented in the current study pro-
vide an understanding of the underlying mechanism in the 
association between parental psychological aggression and 
phubbing, emphasizing the importance of anxiety, sex, and 
grade. In addition to the direct effect of parental psychologi-
cal aggression on phubbing, parental psychological aggres-
sion was indirectly associated with adolescent phubbing via 
anxiety. The mediating effect of anxiety in the relationship be-
tween psychological aggression and phubbing varied by sex 
and grade groups. Our findings support a moderated media-
tion model which advances our understanding of how and 
when parental psychological aggression is related to adoles-
cent phubbing.
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