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Background. Previous research has established the signi" cant role of perceived 
stress in contributing to Smartphone addiction, but the speci" c e! ects and 
mechanisms through which perceived stress in# uences smartphone application-
based addiction (SABA) among young adults remain insu$  ciently understood.

Objective. % is study investigates the relationship between perceived stress 
and the smartphone application-based addiction (SABA) in emerging adult-
hood, focusing on the mediating role of psychological distress and the moderat-
ing role of self-control.

Design. We conducted a cross-sectional survey of 1.911 young adults in 
Southwest China, utilizing the Perceived Stress Scale (PSS-4), the Smartphone 
Application-Based Addiction Scale (SABA), the Patient Health Questionnaire-4 
(PHQ-4), and the Brief Self-Control Scale (BSCS).

Results. Perceived stress positively predicted psychological distress (β = .47, 
t = 24.38, P < .001), psychological distress positively predicted Smartphone ap-
plication-based addiction (β = .42, t = 7.04, P < .001), and perceived stress posi-
tively predicted smartphone application-based addiction (β = .65, t = 11.46, 
P < .001). Psychological distress was a mediating variable between the relation-
ship between perceived stress and smartphone application-based addiction, 
with a mediating e! ect size of .19 (95% CI = [.13, .26]), accounting for 22.62% of 
the total e! ect. Self-control moderated the relationship between perceived stress 
and psychological distress in young adults (β = –.03, t = –7.09, P < .001).

Conclusion. Our " ndings reveal a positive correlation between perceived 
stress and SABA, with psychological distress serving as a mediator. % e impact 
of perceived stress on SABA is more signi" cant among individuals with lower 
self-control, indicating that targeted interventions for these groups may be par-
ticularly bene" cial.
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Introdu ction
In rece nt years, the widespread use of smartphones has profoundly a! ected people’s 
daily lives. Among young adults, smartphones are not only the main communication 
tool, but also a source of entertainment, education and socialization (Irimiás et al., 
2021). % e numerous advantages o! ered by smartphones are indisputable; neverthe-
less, concerns regarding the potential risks of addiction arising from overuse have 
emerged (Chen et al., 2016), particularly among young adults and college students 
in China. Recent studies indicate smartphone addiction is on the rise, with China 
among the countries showing the highest levels (Olson et al., 2022). % is phenom-
enon is ampli" ed by China’s unique digital ecosystem, which is characterized by a 
“mobile-" rst” trajectory that leapfrogged the personal computer era, and the domi-
nance of “super-apps” like WeChat and Alipay. Unlike the fragmented application 
landscape in many Western countries, these platforms integrate social networking, 
e-commerce, " nancial services, and entertainment into a single, highly cohesive en-
vironment, fostering unprecedented levels of user engagement and dependency. % e 
intense market competition also drives developers to employ aggressive user reten-
tion strategies, such as gami" cation and persistent noti" cations, which may exac-
erbate addictive tendencies. A growing body of research has demonstrated a cor-
relation between increased use of smartphones and social media, and an increase in 
psychological distress, including symptoms of depression and anxiety, as well as sleep 
disorders (Geng et al., 2021; Li et al., 2020; Sohn et al., 2019). 

We opera tionalize Smartphone Application-Based Addiction (SABA) as a con-
tent-centric phenomenon characterized by compulsive engagement with speci" c ap-
plications (e.g., social media, gaming, short-video platforms), distinct from general 
smartphone addiction’s device-centric focus on overall usage metrics. % is distinc-
tion aligns with Song et al.’s  framework where SABA manifests through application-
speci" c behavioral patterns rather than mere screen time duration (Song & Zhao, 
2025). % is aligns with the components of addiction measured by the SABAS scale, 
such as salience, mood modi" cation, and tolerance, which are driven by the func-
tions and feedback loops within applications themselves (Csibi et al., 2018). % ere-
fore, studying SABA allows for a more nuanced understanding of the psychological 
mechanisms, as the addictive behavior is tied to speci" c gratifying activities (e.g., 
social validation, escapism) rather than to the phone in general.

Emerging   a dulthood is a period of heightened life transitions and stress, mak-
ing individuals vulnerable to maladaptive coping strategies like smartphone overuse 
(Lane et al., 2017). Perceived stress has been identi" ed as a signi" cant risk factor for 
smartphone addiction (Vujic & Szabo, 2022). % eoretical frameworks such as the 
stress-coping models suggest that individuals may turn to smartphones as a coping 
mechanism for stress and negative emotions, inadvertently fostering addictive be-
haviors (Kardefelt-Winther, 2014). Recent research has also highlighted the novelty 
of examining smartphone application-based addiction, distinguishing it from gen-
eral smartphone use by focusing on speci" c app-driven compulsive behaviors, which 
o! ers a fresh perspective in the " eld (Zhang et al., 2025). Moreover, cross-cultural 
analyses reveal unique patterns in Chinese populations, where the direct e! ect of 
mobile phone addiction on perceived stress is more pronounced compared to other 
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groups, potentially due to varying degrees of addiction severity and cultural expecta-
tions (Liu et al., 2022). % is underscores the need for context-speci" c research, par-
ticularly in China, where academic stress and societal pressures may amplify vulner-
ability to addiction (Shen et al., 2021).

 P erceived Stress and Smartphone Addiction
Perceived stress refers to the degree to which individuals perceive their lives as 
unpredictable, uncontrollable, and overloaded (Cohen et al., 1983), which can 
have a range of amplitude e! ects on psychological and behavioral health, such as 
insomnia (Veeramachaneni et al., 2019), depressive symptoms (Elayoubi et al., 2023), 
suicidal behaviors (Chen & Kuo, 2020), and so on. Simultaneously, emerging adults 
may experience elevated levels of stress and be more susceptible to stress during 
periods of transition (Varma et al., 2021). With the development of society and the 
popularization of smartphones, constant stress for young adults has become the new 
normal.

Research on stress-coping models and smartphone addiction reveals a complex 
relationship mediated by various psychological factors. Perceived stress is positively 
correlated with smartphone addiction (AlSaif et al., 2023; Hong et al., 2021). 
Problem-focused coping and self-e$  cacy are negatively associated with smartphone 
addiction, while emotion-focused and avoidance coping are positively related (Flynn 
et al., 2020).While smartphones can be used as a coping mechanism, excessive use 
may lead to dependency and exacerbate stress. % erefore, the relationship between 
perceived stress and  the smartphone application-based addiction needs to be further 
clari" ed. We proposed the following hypothesis:

H1: Perceived stress has a positive relationship with SABA among young adults.

 P sychological Distress as a Mediator
Psychological distress is de" ned as an emotionally distressing state experienced by 
an individual in response to a challenging or traumatic life event (Ridner, 2004). 
Research indicates that psychological distress, particularly depression and anxiety, 
is widespread among young adults (Baxter et al., 2016; Glowacz & Schmits, 2020; 
Whiteford et al., 2013). Furthermore, psychological distress serves as a mediator 
between adverse experiences and negative health outcomes. Psychological distress 
has been found to predict smartphone addiction (KayİŞ, 2022; Law & Yap, 2022), 
while smartphone addiction also predicts psychological distress (Lian et al., 2021), 
suggesting a bidirectional relationship. Higher levels of perceived stress correspond 
to intensi" ed psychological distress, which encompasses ailments like depression, 
anxiety, and lower self-a$  rmation (Shruthi et al., 2023; Wang & Wang, 2019). Di! erent 
aspects of smartphone use, such as problematic use, phone checking, and screen time, 
have distinct relationships with psychological distress (Tng & Yang, 2024). Research 
suggests that psychological distress plays a complex role in addictive behaviors, 
acting as both an antecedent and consequence. While a positive correlation between 
perceived stress and SABA is established, few studies examine how psychological 
distress channels this relationship.



Perceived Stress and Smartphone Application-Based Addiction Among Chinese Young Adults…  127

 Perceived stress and psychological distress are closely related yet distinct con-
structs. % eoretically, perceived stress refers to the subjective cognitive appraisal of 
life events as unpredictable, uncontrollable, or overwhelming, o( en measured as a 
global perception without specifying emotional outcomes (Cohen et al., 1983). In 
contrast, psychological distress encompasses the emotional and somatic responses to 
stressors, including symptoms of anxiety, depression, and overall emotional su! ering, 
re# ecting a more a! ective and symptomatic state (Ridner, 2004). Methodologically, 
this study employs the PSS-4 to capture perceived stress as a broad evaluative process, 
while the PHQ-4 assesses psychological distress through speci" c symptom-based 
items on anxiety and depression over the prior two weeks. Despite their correlation, 
the distinction is evident in their roles: perceived stress initiates a cognitive pathway 
that can lead to distress, which then mediates maladaptive behaviors like SABA. 
% is mediation is grounded in Stress and Coping % eory, where unaddressed stress 
appraisals escalate into distress, prompting coping via smartphone apps (Lazarus & 
Folkman, 1984). % erefore, we proposed the following hypothesis:

H2: Psychological distress has a mediating e" ect on the relationship between per-
ceived stress and SABA.

 S elf-Control as a Moderator
Self-control is the ability to overcome impulsive, habitual, or automated responses 
and consciously take charge of the direction of one’s behavior (Baumeister et al., 2007; 
Yu et al., 2013), which plays an important role in controlling stress, psychological 
distress, and smartphone addiction. According to the self-control power model, 
executing self-control requires a limited supply of cognitive resources (Baumeister 
et al., 2007). Insu$  cient self-control can lead to behavioral and impulse control 
problems. Furthermore, self-control directly impacts smartphone dependency and 
also moderates the in# uence of additional risk factors (for example, psychological 
distress). For example, studies have found that self-control can moderate the 
relationship between psychological distress and food addiction in college students 
(Luo et al., 2022). Self-control has a small to moderate positive e! ect on behaviors 
in many areas (De Ridder et al., 2012), showing that there are both mediation and 
moderation e! ects in many health-related actions. Moreover, the speci" c stage at 
which self-control intervenes — whether in mitigating the emotional impact of stress 
or directly in# uencing addictive behaviors — remains unclear. 

To address this, we position self-control as a moderator between perceived stress 
and psychological distress, grounded in Self-Regulation % eory, which suggests that 
self-control is a critical resource for managing emotional responses to stress before 
they escalate into maladaptive behaviors. We argue that lower self-control ampli" es 
the transformation of stress into distress. % is focus is crucial as it highlights an 
early intervention window where enhancing self-control could prevent stress 
from manifesting as distress and subsequent addiction, a perspective less explored 
compared to direct behavioral moderation. % erefore, we proposed the following 
hypothesis:

H3: Self-control is a moderator between perceived stress and psychological distress.
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! e Present Study
In summary, the complex psychological pathways through which stress in# uences 
smartphone application-based addiction (SABA), as well as the boundary conditions 
that modulate this relationship, remain insu$  ciently explored in existing research. 
To address these lacunae, this study proposes a novel moderated mediation model to 
elucidate the relationship between perceived stress and SABA among young adults 
in China. 

 % e signi" cance of this study lies in its integrated theoretical framework. First, 
we move beyond simple correlation by hypothesizing that psychological distress 
serves as a pivotal mediator, channeling the e! ects of perceived stress into addictive 
behaviors. % is extends the Stress and Coping % eory by providing a speci" c 
mechanism, which aligns with Self-Regulation % eory, suggesting that individuals 
may engage with smartphone applications as a way to self-soothe or escape from 
negative emotional states brought on by stress. Second, we introduce self-control as 
a critical moderator to de" ne the boundary conditions of this mediational process. 
% is perspective, grounded in Self-Regulation % eory, posits that individuals 
with lower self-control are more susceptible to the detrimental e! ects of stress on 
their psychological well-being, thus making them more vulnerable to developing 
SABA. % is adds signi" cant depth to existing models by identifying a speci" c at-
risk population and highlighting the importance of individual di! erences in the 
development of addictive behaviors.

By integrating these components, our model o! ers a more comprehensive and 
nuanced explanation of the psychological mechanisms driving SABA. % e present 
study " rst investigated whether psychological distress mediates the relationship 
between perceived stress and SABA among young adults, and then explored the 
moderating role of self-control in perceived stress and SABA with psychological 
distress as a mediator (see Figure 1). 

Figure 1. % e proposed moderated mediation model

Method
Participants
% is study collected data through an online survey on the website Questionstar 
(https://www.wjx.cn/). Background information about participants, the Perceived 
Stress Scale (PSS-4), the Smartphone Application-Based Addiction Scale (SABAS), 
the Patient Health Questionnaire-4 (PHQ-4), and the Brief Self-Control Scale 
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(BSCS) were included. % e online survey began with a detailed description of the 
purpose and requirements of the study, followed by written informed consent. Only 
a( er signing an informed consent form could participants take the online survey. 
Adopting a strategy of convenience sampling, we successfully recruited 2.000 young 
adults from Southwest China, which resulted in a notable response rate of 95.55%, 
leading to a concluding group of 1.911 participants aged 18 to 26 years (mean 
age = 19.89 years; age standard deviation = .78). % e inquiry involved 1.035 women 
participants (54.16%) and 876 men participants (45.84%). All participants signed an 
informed consent form prior to the study’s start and received information about their 
right to withdraw at any time. % e study has been conducted in compliance with the 
Helsinki Declaration and approved by the Army Military Medical University.

Measures
Perceived Stress Scale (PSS)
% e Perceived Stress Scale (PSS) is a widely used instrument designed by Cohen 
and colleagues (Cohen et al., 1983). % e present study used the PSS-4, which is a 
simpli" ed version of the widely used PSS assessment tool, and the Chinese version has 
good psychometric properties (Guan et al., 2024). % is version measures perceived 
stress using a 5-point Likert scale (0 (never) to 4 (very o( en). Scores range from 0 
to 16, with higher scores indicating greater psychological stress. % e Cronbach’s α 
coe$  cient for this scale is .70.

 Smartphone Application-Based Addiction Scale (SABAS) 
% e Smartphone Application-Based Addiction  S cale is a validated brief instrument 
developed by Csibi et al. to screen for the risk of Smartphone application-based 
addiction (Csibi et al., 2018). % e six items on the scale are based on the six criteria 
of the Component Model of Addiction: salience, mood, correction, tolerance, 
withdrawal con# ict, and relapse. % e instrument uses a Likert scale from 1 (strongly 
disagree) to 6 (strongly agree), for a total score of 6 to 36 (Zhang et al., 2022). Higher 
scores indicate a greater risk of smartphone addiction. % e Cronbach’s α coe$  cient 
for this scale is .67.

Brief Self-Control Scale (BSCS)
% e Brief Self-Control Scale (BSCS) is a widely used measure of self-control with 
seven items comprising two dimensions: self-discipline and impulse control (Morean 
et al., 2014). % is version has been shown to have good psychometric properties in 
Chinese samples (Tao et al., 2021). % e scale is rated on a 5-point Likert scale, with 
higher scores indicating higher levels of self-control. % e Cronbach’s α coe$  cient for 
this scale is .86.

Patient Health Questionnaire-4 (PHQ-4)
Psychological distress was assessed using the widely used and well-validated Patient 
Health Questionnaire-4 (PHQ-4), which consists of the " rst two items of the 
Generalized Anxiety Disorder-7 (GAD-7) and the Patient Health Questionnaire-9 
(PHQ-9), which evaluates core criteria for depression and anxiety disorders in 
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participants over the prior two weeks. % e PHQ-4 has been applied to Chinese 
populations, demonstrating good validity and reliability (Xu et al., 2021). % e evalua-
tion framework consists of a 4-point scoring range from 0 (not at all) to 3 (almost 
every day), which yields a cumulative score that can change from 0 to 12, indicating 
higher levels of distress with elevated scores. Di! erent levels of psychological distress 
are de" ned as di! erent scores: normal (0 to 2), mild (3 to 5), moderate (6 to 8), and 
severe (9 to 12) (Kroenke et al., 2009). % e Cronbach’s α coe$  cient for this scale 
is .82.

Data Analysis
% is study analyzed common method bias, descriptive statistics, and correlations 
for all variables using SPSS 24.0. Mediated and moderately mediated models were 
then analyzed using SPSS’s PROCESS macro (Hayes, 2013). Bias-adjusted 95% 
con" dence intervals (CIs) were derived employing 5.000 bootstrap resampling 
techniques, wherein con" dence intervals that exclude zero signify statistically 
signi" cant e! ects. Prior to hypothesis testing, multicollinearity among predictor 
variables was assessed using Variance In# ation Factor (VIF) and Tolerance statistics. 
VIF values exceeding 10 or Tolerance values below 0.10 were considered indicative 
of problematic multicollinearity requiring remedial action. First, Model 4 of the 
PROCESS macro analysis examined the mediating in# uence of psychological 
distress amid the association of perceived stress with SABA. Subsequently, Model 7 
of the PROCESS macro analysis was used to test the moderating mediating e! ect, 
i.e., whether self-control moderates the e! ect of perceived stress on psychological 
distress (as shown in Figure 1).

Results
Common Method Variance
In order to avoid common methodological variability, measures such as reverse 
scoring were used for pre-procedural control of the study design. Harman’s single-
factor analysis was employed to detect prevalent methodological biases (Podsako!  
et al., 2003). % e results showed that 4 factors’ eigenvalues were > 1. % e " rst factor 
loaded 28.77% of all inter-item covariates and accounted for < 40% of all inter-item 
covariates. % is indicates that there is no signi" cant generalized method bias in this 
study.

Correlations Among Variables
As shown in Table 1, signi" cant correlations were found between  perceived stress, 
psychological distress,  SABA, and self-control. Speci" cally, perceived stress was 
signi" cantly positively correlated with SABA (r = .36, p < .001) and psychological 
distress (r = .49, p < .001), while it was signi" cantly negatively correlated with 
self-control (r = –.61, p < .001). Psychological distress was signi" cantly positively 
correlated with SABA (r = .30, p < .001) and signi" cantly negatively correlated with 
self-control (r = –.41, p < .001). SABA was signi" cantly negatively correlated with self-
control (r = –.47, p < .001). 
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Table 1
Correlation Between Overall Variables

M ± SD 1 2 3 4

1. SABA 20.60 ± 5.31 1
2. Perceived stress 6.52 ± 2.27 .36a 1
3. Psychological distress 2.49 ± 2.17 .30a .49a 1
4. Self-control 22.62 ± 3.42 –.47a –.61a –.41a 1

Note: a = p < .001.

M ulticollinearity Diagnosis
Prior to conducting regression analyses, multicollinearity among predictor variables 
was assessed using Variance In# ation Factor (VIF) and Tolerance values. Multi-
collinearity occurs when predictor variables are highly intercorrelated, potentially 
leading to unstable regression coe$  cient estimates and in# ated standard errors. % e 
VIF values for all predictor variables were below the commonly accepted threshold 
of 10, with perceived stress (VIF = 1.767), self-control (VIF = 1.583), and psycholo-
gical distress (VIF = 1.346) all indicating acceptable levels of multicollinearity. 
 Correspondingly, Tolerance values were above the .10 threshold (perceived stress: 
.566; self-control: .632; psychological distress: .743), further con" rming that multi-
collinearity did not pose a signi" cant threat to our regression analyses (see Table 2).

Table 2
Multicollinearity Diagnostics for Predictor Variables

Variable VIF Tolerance

1. Perceived stress 1.767 .566
2. Psychological distress 1.346 .743
3. Self-control 1.583 .632

Notes: VIF = Variance In$ ation Factor. VIF values < 10 and Tolerance 
values > .10 indicate acceptable levels of multicollinearity.

A Mediation Model Test of Psychological Distress
% is PROCESS macro (Model 4) (Hayes, 2013) was used to examine whether psy-
chological distress mediated the relationship between  perceived stress and  SABA. 
A( er controlling for gender and age, (see Table 3) perceived stress signi" cantly and 
positively predicted SABA (β = .84, p < .001), thus validating H1. 

In addition, perceived stress signi" cantly and positively predicted psychological 
distress (β = .47, p < .001) and psychological distress signi" cantly and positively 
predicted SABA (β = .65, p < .001). Further bias-corrected Bootstrap tests indicated 
a direct e! ect of .65 (95% CI = [.54, .76]) and a signi" cant mediating e! ect of 
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psychological distress with an indirect e! ect of .19 (95% CI = [.13, .26]). % is suggests 
that perceived stress has a direct e! ect on SABA, which in turn has an e! ect on SABA 
through the partial mediation of psychological distress, with a mediation e! ect of 
22.62% of the total e! ect (see Table 4). % is result supports H2.

Table 4
Analy sis of t he Mediating E" ects of Psychological Distress

E" ects Boot SE Bootstrap 95%CI Relative media-
tion e" ect

Boot LLCI Boot ULCI

Total e! ect .84 .05 .74 .94
Direct e! ect .65 .06 .54 .76
Indirect e! ect .19 .03 .13 .26 22.62%

Note. All variables in the model have been standardized.

A Moderated Mediation Model Test of Self-Control
Next, the PROCESS macro (Model 7) (Hayes, 2013) was conducted to test poten-
tial mediating models of regulation. A( er controlling for gender and age, the results 
(see Table 5) indicated that self-control signi" cantly predicted psychological distress 
(β = –.13, p < .001) and that the perceived stress and self-control interaction term 
signi" cantly predicted psychological distress (β = –.03, p < .001), suggesting that self-
control moderates the prediction of psychological distress by perceived stress.

Finally, to gain insight into the substance of the moderating e! ect of self-control, 
a simple slope test was conducted. For young adults with low levels  of self-control, 

Table 3
A Mediation Model Test of Psychological Distress

Independent 
variables

Model 1
(SABA)

Model 2
(Psychological distress)

Model 3
(SABA)

Β t β t β t

Gender .23 1.02 .03 .37 .22 .97
Age –.29 –1.98a .08 1.43 –.32 –2.23a

Perceived stress .84 16.85c .47 24.38c .65 11.46c

Psychological distress .42 7.04c

R2 .13 .24 .15
F 96.48c 199.08c 86.61c

Notes. All variables in the model have been standardized. N = 1911. Gender is a dummy variable, encoding 
0 = female and 1 = male. SABA = Smartphone Application-Based Addiction. a = p < .05; b = p < .01; 
c = p < .001.
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perceived stress was a signi" cant positive predictor of psychological distress (β = .028, 
t = 16.865, p < .001). For young adults with high levels of self-control, perceived stress 
remained a signi" cant positive predictor of psychological distress, with a weakened 
predictive e! ect (β = .026, t = 11.396, p < .001), suggesting that a high self-control per-
sonality would weaken the e! ect of having perceived stress of multiple psychological 
distress. % e results are shown in Figure 2, where the positive correlation between 
perceived stress and psychological distress was stronger when the level of self-control 
was lower. % us, young adults’ self-control moderates the link between perceived 
stress and psychological distress, which supports H3.

Figure 2. Mode rating e! ect of self-control on perceived stress and psychological distress

Table 5
Moderated Mediation Model Tests

Model 1
(Psychological distress)

Model 2
(SABA)

β t β t

Gender .04 .51 .22 .97
Age .09 1.64 –.32 –2.23a

Perceived stress .38 16.29c .65 11.46c

Self-control –.13 –8.40c

Perceived stress × Self-control –.03 –7.09c

Psychological distress .42 7.04c

R2 .28 .15
F 146.16c 86.61c

Notes. All variables in the model have been standardized. N = 1911. Gender is a dummy variable, 
encoding 0 = female and 1 =male. SABA = Smartphone Application-Based Addiction. a = p < .05; 
b = p < .01; c = p < .001.
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Discussion
% e purpose of this study was to examine how perceived stress relates to SABA among 
young adults, particularly considering the mediating factor of psychological distress 
and the moderating factor of self-control. % e results indicated that perceived stress 
was a signi" cant and positive predictor of SABA. Furthermore, psychological distress 
partially mediated the relationship between perceived stress and SABA. Notably, 
for individuals exhibiting lower self-control levels, psychological distress was more 
susceptible to the in# uences of perceived stress.

! eoretical Im p lications
% e results of  this study contribute to the existing literature on the psychological 
mechanisms underlying smartphone addiction.

Firstly, our results underscore that perceived stress signi" cantly predicts SABA. 
% is supports past " ndings that suggest stress may push individuals toward unhelp-
ful coping strategies, such as excessive utilization of smartphones (Elhai et al., 2017; 
Elhai et al., 2019). Stress and Coping % eory (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984), which sug-
gests that stressed individuals frequently resort to engagement with speci" c smart-
phone applications (e.g., social messaging, short-video, mobile gaming) as coping, 
which can inadvertently foster app-based compulsive behaviors.

Secondly, our " ndings con" rm that psychological distress partially mediates 
the relationship between perceived stress and SABA, with distress acting as an 
emotional intermediary that ampli" es stress into addictive tendencies. % eoretically, 
while both constructs involve negative experiences, perceived stress is a precursor 
appraisal that can trigger distress without necessarily causing it directly; distress, 
however, manifests as measurable emotional turmoil, making it a key mediator per 
the Self-Medication Hypothesis (Khantzian, 1997). Methodologically, the strong 
correlation does not imply redundancy, as regression analyses show independent 
predictive paths (e.g., stress directly predicts distress, β = .47, p < .001), supporting 
distinct constructs. % is mediation underscores that interventions targeting distress 
could disrupt the pathway from stress to SABA more e! ectively than addressing 
stress alone.

While our study d id not di! erentiate between speci" c application types, the Self-
Medication Hypothesis provides a framework for speculating which applications 
are likely used as coping strategies for psychological distress. First, short-video 
platforms (e.g., Douyin/TikTok) o! er a continuous, algorithmically-driven stream 
of novel and emotionally engaging content, which can act as a powerful distractor 
from stressful thoughts and negative a! ect, essentially serving as a digital paci" er. 
Second, social media applications (e.g., WeChat, Weibo) may be used to self-medicate 
feelings of loneliness or low self-worth by seeking social validation through “likes” 
and comments, providing temporary relief from distress. % ird, immersive mobile 
games can o! er a sense of control, achievement, and escape from the pressures of 
reality, making them an attractive coping tool for individuals experiencing stress-
induced helplessness. Future research should therefore move beyond a general 
measure of SABA and investigate the di! erential relationships between stress, 
psychological distress, and addiction to speci" c categories of applications. % is 
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would provide a more granular understanding of the problem and allow for more 
targeted interventions.

% irdly, our research o! ers empirical validation for the Moderation-Mediation 
Model, underscoring self-control as a pivotal moderating variable. % is investigation 
indicates that individuals exhibiting lower levels of self-control are more vulnerable 
to the negative repercussions of perceived stress on psychological distress. % is 
conclusion supports the Self-Regulation % eory (Van Horn, 1995), which asserts 
that those with greater self-control are more skilled at coping with their stress and 
emotions, while steering clear of maladaptive actions. In contrast, those with lower 
self-control may be at an increased risk of experiencing intensi" ed psychological 
distress during stressful circumstances, thereby elevating their likelihood of SABA. 
% e moderating role of self-control further emphasizes the signi" cance of individual 
di! erences in the susceptibility to smartphone addiction.

Practical Implications
% e " ndings derived from this research present numerous practical rami" cations for 
interventions designed to diminish SABA among young adults in China. Interventions 
must be speci" cally adapted to the nuances of the Chinese digital landscape. 
Considering the pervasive nature of “super-apps”, methods aimed only at minimizing 
overall screen time may be unrealistic and counterproductive. A more sophisticated 
approach is necessary, instructing young adults to navigate these intricate digital 
ecosystems with mindfulness. Cognitive-behavioral techniques could be modi" ed to 
assist individuals in recognizing and managing triggers associated with speci" c app 
functionalities — such as compulsive browsing of integrated e-commerce platforms 
or excessive interaction with social media feeds — rather than entirely avoiding the 
necessary applications.

Primarily, it is imperative to prioritize stress management initiatives to aid indi -
vi duals in cultivating robust coping mechanisms for handling perceived stress. Prac-
tices including mindfulness stress reduction and cognitive-behavioral approaches 
have been e! ective at reducing stress and its psychological symptoms (Grossman et 
al., 2004; Hofmann et al., 2012). Furthermore, stress management programs and psy-
chological counseling may be e! ective in mitigating the impact of stress on appbased 
coping use (e.g., short-video scrolling, social messaging loops, mobile gaming) (Park 
& Lee, 2012). 

Secondly, intervention strategies aimed at addressing SABA should integrate ele-
ments intended to enhance self-control. Empirical studies suggest that interventions 
prioritizing the augmentation of self-control can substantially reduce addictive ten-
dencies (Muraven, 2010). Moreover, enhancing self-control via cognitive-behavioral 
techniques may aid individuals in navigating stress more pro" ciently and mitigating 
their reliance on smartphones (Hofmann et al., 2012).

% irdly, in light of the partial mediating in# uence of psychological distress, it is 
crucial to tackle the foundational psychological concerns prevalent among young 
adults. Conducting screenings for indicators of anxiety, depression, and other types 
of psychological distress within educational settings and workplaces can facilitate 
the identi" cation of individuals susceptible to SABA. Ensuring access to counseling 
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services and mental health support can alleviate the psychological distress that 
propels individuals towards SABA, particularly for those with low self-control.

Future Research
Building on the current " ndings, future research should adopt longitudinal designs 
to better ascertain the causal pathways between perceived stress, psychological dis-
tress, self-control, and SABA. Such studies can illuminate how these relationships 
evolve over time and identify critical periods for intervention.

We need to delve deeper into cultural factors. Comparative studies across dif-
ferent cultural contexts can reveal how cultural norms and values in# uence stress 
responses and coping mechanisms, o! ering tailored intervention strategies that reso-
nate with speci" c cultural settings.

Exploring further moderating variables may also yield bene" cial insights. Factors 
such as social support, personality traits, and previous experiences with stress and 
addiction could provide deeper insights into the individual di! erences that shape the 
stress–SABA relationship. Identifying these moderating in# uences can help re" ne 
intervention programs to target individuals at higher risk more e! ectively.

 Critically, future investigations must address the application-speci" c nature of 
SABA by examining which categories of applications (social media, gaming, short-
video platforms, or entertainment streaming) serve as primary coping mechanisms 
for di! erent types of psychological distress. Mixed-methods approaches combining 
quantitative usage data with qualitative interviews about application choice during 
distressing moments would provide invaluable insights into the content-centric na-
ture of SABA.

Conclusion
To sum up, this study contributes crucial knowledge about the intricate dynamics be-
tween perceived stress, psychological distress, self-control, and SABA among young 
adults. % e results highlight the necessity of tackling psychological distress and im-
proving self-control in programs designed to reduce smartphone addiction. Subse-
quent investigations ought to persist in examining these associations across varied 
demographic groups and utilize longitudinal methodologies to ascertain causal links.

 Limitations
 Notwithstanding its merits, this research is not devoid of limitations. % e cross-
sectional framework restricts the capacity to deduce causal linkages. Although our 
results indicate noteworthy correlations, longitudinal investigations are essential 
to ascertain the directional impacts among perceived stress, psychological distress, 
self-control, and SABA. In addition, our reliance on metrics provided by individuals 
could foster biases, including social desirability and recall bias. Future research could 
incorporate objective measures of smartphone application use and physiological in-
dicators of stress (van Deursen et al., 2015).

 Further, the inquiry emphasized young adults in China, possibly restricting the 
extent to which " ndings are relevant in diverse cultural landscapes. Future cross-cul-
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tural studies should move beyond simple comparisons of prevalence rates to investi-
gate how the structural di! erences in digital ecosystems in# uence the psychological 
mechanisms of addiction. We need cross-cultural studies to investigate the validity of 
the observed relationships in diverse cultural settings (Billieux et al., 2015).
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