Received: 24 June 2022

Accepted: 19 June 2023

'.) Check for updates

DOI: 10.1111/jora.12873

EMPIRICAL ARTICLE

JOURNAL OF Sl‘
Research on Adolescence

“Youth-focused” versus “whole-family” screen rules: Associations
with social media difficulties and moderation by impulsivity

Skyler T. Hawk'

'Department of Educational Psychology, The
Chinese University of Hong Kong, Ma Liu
Shui, Hong Kong

Shenzhen Arts School, Shenzhen, China

*School of Media and Communication,
Shenzhen University, Shenzhen, China

Correspondence

Yan Zhang, School of Media and
Communication, Shenzhen University,
Shenzhen, China.

Email: zhangyansmile@szu.edu.cn

Funding information

Research Fund for Junior Faculty in Human
and Social Science, Shenzhen University,
Grant/Award Number: QNFC1903

| Ying Wang'

| Natalie Wong' ® | YangXiao’ | Yan Zhang’

Abstract

Many parents attempt to limit adolescents’ screen time without changing their own hab-
its. We examined whether “whole-family” versus “youth-focused” restrictions differen-
tially predict social media-related difficulties (procrastination and problematic use), and
whether adolescents' impulsive social media behaviors moderated these relationships.
Among 183 Chinese early adolescents (58.5% female), whole-family rules negatively
predicted procrastination. Impulsivity moderated associations between rulemaking
approaches and social media difficulties; youth-focused rules negatively predicted pro-
crastination and problematic use for highly impulsive adolescents, while whole-family
rules held no associations or predicted increased difficulties. For less impulsive ado-
lescents, however, whole-family rules negatively predicted social media difficulties and
youth-focused rules positively predicted problematic use. Results suggest that setting the
implementation of screen rules should involve parental participation and consideration
of individual differences.
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INTRODUCTION

Smartphone-based social media use is a primary leisure
activity for Chinese youth. A recent national survey of pri-
mary, secondary, and vocational schools showed that 94.9%
of Chinese young people use the Internet, out of which 82.9%
have their own Internet-connected devices (e.g., laptops, tab-
lets), and 65.0% own a smartphone (CNNIC, 2021a). Among
all smartphone-based activities, online chatting and social
networking are the most common, particularly as adoles-
cents enter junior high school and focus on forming closer
peer relationships (CNNIC, 2021a). The prevalence of youth
screen and social media use has generated concerns among
parents, educators, and practitioners about its potentially
harmful effects on psychosocial development, academic per-
formance, and physical health (e.g., Zhang et al., 2022). Since
early 2021, government regulations in mainland China also
have been gradually imposed to severely restrict the amount
of time that adolescents can play online games and engage
with social media for leisure, indicating a strong focus on al-
tering youth screen habits. These limits, however, do not ad-
dress behaviors and regulatory efforts in the broader family
context. Examining which family based regulatory strategies

impulsive social media behavior, screen rules, social media difficulties

promote healthier behaviors, and for whom, is currently a
major focus of adolescent research.

Attempts to limit youth screen use do not always pre-
dict reductions in problematic behaviors or overall use, and
can provoke family conflicts (Francis et al., 2021; Matthes
etal.,2021). Youth also express irritation with technologically
distracted parents and hold expectations for parents' appro-
priate screen use (Kildare & Middlemiss, 2017). These mu-
tual frustrations suggest that “whole-family” rules for screen
use, followed by both youth and their parents, might benefit
healthy screen behaviors at the systemic level. To our knowl-
edge, however, no research has directly compared “whole-
family” rules for screen use to “youth-focused” rules that
specifically target adolescents' behaviors. The present study
examines the associations that these two strategies hold with
two forms of youth social media difficulties, namely social
media-related procrastination and the addiction-like symp-
toms comprising problematic social media use. Additionally,
considering that individual differences in youth impulsiv-
ity predict a range of adjustment problems, we investigated
adolescents' tendencies to engage in impulsive social media
behavior as a potential moderator of links between rulemak-
ing strategies and social media difficulties. This allows for
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an understanding of whether particular rulemaking ap-
proaches might differently suit adolescents with different
needs.

Parental approaches to regulating adolescents'
screen use

Mobile platforms have substantially increased youth's expo-
sure to social media. The handheld nature of modern de-
vices, and their integration into teens' peer relationships,
often impede parents' regulation attempts. Nevertheless,
parents exert considerable effort to manage adolescents'
screen habits. Driven by a guan parenting culture, where
exercising control functions as a provision of support
(Pomerantz & Wang, 2009), Chinese parents' regulation of
children's screen use mostly consists of restrictive practices
(CNNIC, 2021b). Parents might impose content restric-
tions (Lee & Chae, 2012) and context restrictions, including
where (i.e., screen-free zones), when (i.e., screen-free times
and screen curfews), or under what conditions (e.g., fail-
ing to complete homework) youth may not use screens for
leisure (D'Angelo & Moreno, 2019; Moreno et al., 2021). To
date, however, substantial debate remains as to whether such
‘restrictive mediation’ actually promotes healthier screen
and social media habits for adolescents, which types of rules
might predict these outcomes, and whether some youth
might benefit more from particular approaches than other
youth.

Across various studies, restrictive practices appear to
have inconsistent associations with youth screen behaviors.
Some studies show links between restrictive mediation and
reductions in excessive Internet use (Collier et al., 2016;
Kalmus et al., 2015) and less Internet-related school or sleep
problems (Collier et al., 2016). However, a recent meta-
analysis (Fam et al., 2022) indicated that these benefits might
diminish with age, with the significant negative associa-
tions found among child samples becoming nonsignificant
for adolescents. Both Chinese and North American stud-
ies even suggest a potential for restrictive practices to elicit
youth's defensive responses and family conflicts (Liu, 2020;
Padilla-Walker et al., 2016). Multiple studies have actually
reported positive correlations between parents' screen re-
strictions and adolescents' problematic gaming (Benrazavi
et al., 2015; Cui et al., 2018) and mobile phone involvement
(Hefner et al, 2019). A recent meta-analysis (Lukavska
et al., 2022) also reported that restrictive mediation held
significant positive associations with problematic Internet
use for older adolescents (<14 years), while also noting high
overall heterogeneity in the results. These inconsistencies
suggest that certain commonplace forms of restriction might
be less effective, or even counter-productive, in promoting
healthy adolescent screen habits and/or preventing related
difficulties (Nielsen et al., 2019). In order to fully understand
whether screen use restrictions can predict reduced diffi-
culties among adolescents, and for whom, it is critical to ex-
amine different rulemaking approaches and the individual

differences that parents should consider when selecting such
strategies.

‘Youth-focused’ versus ‘Whole-family’ rules for
screen use

Several recent studies suggest that parents' efforts to en-
gage in discussion and co-consumption of media with their
children might buffer the negative effects of social media
and screen use (e.g., Kang et al., 2021; Padilla-Walker
et al., 2016; Wachs et al., 2021). Few studies to date, how-
ever, have directly examined parents' willingness to follow
similar rules that they set for adolescents, on a ‘whole-
family’ basis. Indeed, setting youth-focused rules might be
more intuitive and common among parents. Particularly
in China, stronger emphases on parental authority and
academic achievement (Chen, 2016) might encourage par-
ents' narrow focus on limiting youth screen and social
media use, without considering their own behaviors. In
other words, parents might fail to understand the impact
of their own screen habits on their children, despite the
fact that parents also turn to their smartphones for enter-
tainment, stress relief, and escape from negative emotions
(McDaniel, 2019). Recent research with Australian fami-
lies also found that parents' and early adolescents' screen
habits tended to cluster together into distinct behavioral
groups; families reporting higher mobile screen use also
showed elevated sleep disturbance and sedentary behavior
(Arundell et al., 2020). These findings indicate that adoles-
cents' screen habits are not easily separable from parents),
and that considering both the shared home environment
and families' individual needs might be crucial to mini-
mizing screen-related difficulties.

Parents' screen use predicts youth screen habits and re-
lated adjustment (Geng et al., 2021; Son et al., 2021). This
might occur through multiple processes, including behav-
ioral modeling and effects on parent-child interactions
(McDaniel, 2019). Indeed, practitioners advise parents to
limit their own use of phones for stress relief and to model
appropriate habits for children (Radesky & Moreno, 2018).
Furthermore, disrupted family interactions resulting
from parents' own screen use predict reduced parental
warmth and sensitivity (Kildare & Middlemiss, 2017), as
well as greater youth anxiety, depression, cyber-aggression
(McDaniel, 2019), and problematic smartphone use (Geng
et al., 2021; Liu et al.,, 2020). Additionally, Chinese parents
exhibiting signs of problematic smartphone use tend to im-
pose screen restrictions on adolescents without providing
accompanying rationales, which could potentially negate
any potential protective effects (Hwang & Jeong, 2015),
make youth perceptions of parental hypocrisy more salient
(Matthes et al., 2021), and reduce adolescents' acceptance of
these limits (Francis et al., 2021). Overall, youth screen hab-
its and related adjustment might be more optimal when both
youth and parents regulate their screen and social media
use (Capri et al., 2021). The extant literature suggests that
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adopting at least some screen use rules at the “whole-family”
level might predict fewer youth difficulties.

Moderation by impulsive social media behavior

Adolescents often see online social activities as private and
outside the bounds of legitimate parental control (Cranor
et al.,, 2014; Smetana et al., 2017). Although a recent focus
group study found that early adolescents are willing to ac-
cept certain limits on their screen use, they also expect more
privileges coinciding with evidence of increased independ-
ence and self-control (Moreno et al., 2019). Self-control
consists of inhibiting impulsive acts, resisting immediate
rewards, and adhering to long-term goals (Farley & Kim-
Spoon, 2014; Gardner et al., 2008). Neurological trans-
formations result in substantial individual differences in
adolescents' ability to regulate impulsive behaviors (Foulkes
& Blakemore, 2018; Williams et al., 1999), which is a key
dimension of self-control in social media contexts (e.g.,
Cudo et al., 2019; Leng et al., 2019; Schnauber-Stockmann
et al.,, 2018; Whelan et al., 2020). A recent systematic review
(Zahrai et al., 2022) noted that studies on self-control and
excessive social media use have gradually moved away from
theories focused on intentional control, and toward a focus
on impulsivity and non-planned behaviors. Impulsivity
predicts both problematic social media use (see Hussain &
Starcevic, 2020 for a review) and social media procrastina-
tion (e.g., Schnauber-Stockmann et al., 2018). Notably, ex-
perimental studies show that individuals with problematic
social media and screen use have difficulty refraining from
responding to social media cues; these do not appear to be
general inhibitory control deficits but rather are specific
to mobile phone-related cues (Gao et al., 2020; Wegmann
et al., 2020). These results highlight the importance of stud-
ying impulsivity specifically related to social media use,
as opposed to other aspects of self-control and/or in more
general contexts. Based on such findings, we expected that
individual differences in social media impulsivity not only
directly predict youth procrastination and problematic use,
but also may moderate associations that certain screen rules
hold with these difficulties.

Indeed, it is unlikely that all types of screen rules are
equally predictive of (un)healthy social media habits for all
adolescents. For youth exhibiting higher levels of impul-
sivity, regulations targeting their specific challenges might
be important to retain. For example, a study conducted in
South Korea (Lee, 2013) showed that adolescents scoring
lower in various aspects of self-regulation (including impulse
control) reported less Internet use and online risk exposure
when parents imposed youth-focused screen restrictions.
Restrictive practices did not predict these behaviors among
youth with higher self-regulation, however. The author of
this study reasoned that the efficacy of these restrictions
likely depends on children's level of development, with par-
ents of youth with lower self-regulation abilities likely need-
ing to apply more external pressure to protect them from
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higher-risk behaviors and environments. In other words,
highly impulsive adolescents might continue to benefit more
from youth-focused rules specifically tailored to their own
behaviors.

In contrast, parents of youth with higher levels of self-
regulation abilities are likely able to adopt practices char-
acterized by greater flexibility, value internalization and
generalization, and egalitarian parent-child interactions
(Grusec & Davidov, 2010; Lee, 2013). Constructing screen
rules that apply to all family members, instead of only tado-
lescents, represents this type of approach. To our knowledge,
however, no research has examined whether adolescents'
individual differences in self-control might also moderate
associations between screen-related difficulties and these
‘whole-family’ rules. As various aspects of self-control im-
prove (Williams et al., 1999), early adolescents' responsive-
ness to parental regulation might shift away from rules
targeting their specific behaviors to a more generalized sys-
tem of family norms. Compared to youth who struggle to
control their impulsive social media and screen behaviors,
those lower in impulsivity are likely more capable of applying
broader, whole-family rules across different situations, and
of internalizing these rules to regulate their own behaviors
without explicit parental oversight (see Meeus et al., 2019;
Sun et al., 2021). In fact, youth with higher levels of auton-
omous self-regulation might even react more negatively to
extensive parental interference, because they assume they
have already earned their parents' trust and demonstrated
their competence (Padilla-Walker et al., 2016; Pomerantz
& Eaton, 2001). Feelings of over-control predict heightened
concealment from parents and lower internalization of pa-
rental values (Hawk, 2017; Son & Padilla-Walker, 2021),
which can prompt rebounds in problematic behavior (Frijns
et al., 2010; Keijsers et al., 2010). Accordingly, links between
youth-focused versus whole-family screen rules and prob-
lematic screen and social media habits might vary along with
differences in youth impulsivity; while highly impulsive
adolescents likely benefit more from youth-focused rules
specifically tailored to their own behaviors, less-impulsive
youth might show fewer difficulties in conjunction with the
application of whole-family rules.

Overview and hypotheses

We investigated Chinese early adolescents' reports of screen use
rules in the family. We focused on three context-based restric-
tions (screen-free zones, screen-free times, and screen curfews)
that have been recent foci of pediatric practitioner recommen-
dations (D'Angelo & Moreno, 2019; Moreno et al., 2021), and
that could conceivably be applied either specifically to youth
behavior or to all members of the family. We first considered
the assumption that parents often focus on restricting youth
screen use without adopting similar standards for themselves
(Kildare & Middlemiss, 2017; McDaniel, 2019), particularly
in light of the emphasis on hierarchical parental authority
and youth achievement in Chinese families (Chen, 2016). We
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expected that adolescents would report youth-focused rules
to be more prevalent than whole-family rules (H1). We then
compared youth-focused versus whole-family screen rules as
predictors of two forms of adolescent social media difficulties,
expecting that whole-family rules would show stronger nega-
tive links than youth-focused rules with youth's social media
procrastination and problematic social media use (H2). We
also considered the potential interaction between these rule
types, allowing us to explore issues such as whether (1) primar-
ily utilizing either of the two rule types predicts less procrasti-
nation and/or problematic use than setting no rules at all, (2)
combinations of youth-focused and whole-family rules predict
fewer difficulties, or (3) if a broader set of whole-family rules is
sufficient, and further including youth-focused rules has lit-
tle added predictive value (or vice-versa). Considering a lack of
literature on which to form clear predictions, we explored this
interaction without a priori hypotheses (RQ1).

In addition to expecting that adolescents' greater social
media impulsivity would directly predict higher levels of so-
cial media procrastination and problematic social media use
(H3), we further hypothesized that impulsivity would mod-
erate associations between screen rule types and youth so-
cial media difficulties (H4). We expected that youth higher
in impulsivity would show fewer social media difficulties
when parents applied more youth-focused rules (H4a), while
youth lower in impulsivity would show fewer difficulties in
the context of more whole-family rules (H4b). Finally, prior
studies have reported inconsistent gender differences in
links between parental mediation and youths' Internet use.
For instance, a recent longitudinal study on Chinese parents'
mediation, youth concealment, and problematic Internet use
showed no gender differences (Liu, 2020). In contrast, an-
other study (Koning et al., 2018) reported negative links be-
tween restrictive practices and problematic social media use
only for girls. Considering these inconsistent results and no
a priori hypotheses, we controlled for gender in our analyses.

METHOD
Participants

Participants were 181 seventh- and eighth-grade students
(58% female) between the ages of 12 and 15 (Mage: 13.27,
SD=0.70), recruited from a public secondary school in
Shenzhen, China's major technology hub located on the
southern coast of Guangdong Province. The school was lo-
cated in the financial district of the city, and on one of the
wealthier streets of the district. As such, families had a rela-
tively higher SES level and were more likely to have access
to various digital products, providing a good context to ex-
amine different screen use rules for adolescents. All students
were from the district, in line with local school admission
policies, and lived at home with parents as opposed to school
dormitories.

Most youths reported fathers to be college-educated
(46.4%), followed by high school (17.1%), master's degree

(11.0%), technical school (11.0%), doctoral degree (3.3%),
and middle school education (3.3%). The highest educa-
tional level for most mothers was college (48.6%), followed
by high school (18.8%), technical school (12.7%), master's
degree (7.2%), doctoral degree (1.1%), and primary school
or lower (1.1%). Respectively, 7.7% and 7.2% of participants
did not report father's or mother's educational level. The pro-
portion of college-educated parents was slightly higher than
that of other large cities in China (e.g., 42% in Beijing, 34%
in Shanghai) and ranked second among all the 11 districts
in Shenzhen according to data from the seventh national
demographic census in 2020. Most participants (77.9%) re-
ported living with both parents, whereas 7.7% and 1.1% lived
only with their mothers or fathers, respectively. Some par-
ticipants (12.4%) did not report their living situation. Most
participants were either the only child (44.8%) or had one
sibling (40.9%), whereas 10.5% had two siblings. A small
number (3.9%) had three or more siblings. Of the youth
with siblings, the majority reported being either first-born
(63.9%) or second-born (32%). All participants reported
owning a mobile device and being active on at least one so-
cial media platform.

Procedure

Data collection for this project occurred in October 2019,
just prior to the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic. The pro-
ject received ethics approval from the Institutional Review
Board of the corresponding author's institution. Active in-
formed consent was obtained from participating schools,
parents, and our participants; following school approval,
consent forms were sent to students' parents 1week before
the survey. Before completing the questionnaires, students
read an explanation of the survey, were informed of their
rights to confidentiality and withdrawal without penalty,
and provided consent. Participants completed the question-
naires during homeroom and free-study periods. A research
assistant was on hand to answer questions and to ensure all
questionnaires were completed. The survey items for this
study were combined with items for another study on ado-
lescent materialism; the questionnaires took approximately
15min to complete.

Measures

The scales were translated into Chinese and back-translated
by bilingual speakers. All scale items are available in
Appendix A.

Youth-focused and whole-family rules

Participants reported on the prevalence of youth-focused

and whole-family screen rules. Participants read the prompt,
“Many families have rules about where and when people can
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use devices with screens, such as phones, computers, and
TVs. Sometimes parents make rules specifically for their
children, and sometimes there are rules that are made by/
for the whole family. Please respond to each of the statements
below...” Three types of screen rules were measured, based on
a measure developed by Gower and Moreno (2019), includ-
ing screen-free zones (i.e., where screen use is not allowed),
screen-free times (i.e., when screen use is not allowed), and
screen curfews (i.e., screen use before bedtime). Adaptations
were made to the original items to make clear distinctions
between youth-focused rules (“My parents make rules for
me about...”) and whole-family rules (“There are rules for
my whole family about...”). Items were on a 5-point scale
(1=Definitely untrue, 2=Mostly untrue, 3=Neither true/
untrue, 4= Mostly true, 5= Definitely true). Scores were av-
eraged so that higher scores indicated greater focused rules
(¢=0.72) and whole-family rules (x=0.80) showed good
reliability.

Social media procrastination

Participants responded to eight items from Meier
et al's (2016) measure of social media procrastination and
Tuckman's (1991) procrastination scale. The scale measures
how much adolescents use social media to procrastinate on
important tasks. A sample item is “I use social media al-
though I have more important things to do.” Participants
responded on a 5-point Likert scale (1=Never, 2=Rarely,
3 =Sometimes, 4= Often, 5= Very Often). Scores were aver-
aged so that higher scores indicated greater procrastination.
The scale showed good reliability (x=0.93).

Problematic social media use

A nine-item measure (Du et al., 2018; LaRose & Eastin, 2004)
was adapted to measure adolescents' problematic social
media use. It assesses five dimensions of symptoms outlined
in Griffiths' (2005) General Addiction Theory, namely sali-
ence (i.e., preoccupation; “I often think about social media
even when I am not online.”), craving (i.e., increasing use of
social media to obtain the same level of pleasure; “I have to
keep using social media more and more to feel stimulated.”),

TABLE 1 Means, correlations.
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relapse (i.e., failure to limit the use of social media; “I have
tried unsuccessfully to cut down on the amount of time I
spend online.”), withdrawal (i.e., feeling distressed when
not using social media; “I get tense, moody, or irritable if I
can't get online when I want.”), and conflict (i.e., using social
media at the expense of other important aspects of life; “I
would go out of my way to satisfy my social media urges.”).
Participants reported on a 5-point Likert scale (1 =Strongly
disagree, 2 =Somewhat disagree, 3=Not sure, 4=Somewhat
agree, 5= Strongly agree). Scores were averaged so that higher
scores indicated greater problematic use. The scale showed
good reliability (o=0.92).

Impulsive social media behavior

Eight items from the Ego Under-Control Scale (Letzring
et al., 2005) were adapted to measure adolescents' impulsive
behaviors when using social media. The original scale was
developed to measure general levels of behavioral activation
and impulsivity among undergraduate students. Items were
adapted to measure impulsivity regarding social media-
specific behavioral activation (e.g., When I get bored, I like
to stir up some excitement on social media) and impulses
(e.g., “I often say and do things on social media without
stopping to think.”). The scale was arranged on a 4-point
Likert scale (1=Strongly disagree, 2=Disagree, 3=Agree,
4=_Strongly agree). Scores were averaged so that higher
scores indicated greater impulsivity. The scale showed good
reliability (x=0.86).

RESULTS

Prevalence of youth-focused and whole-family
screen rules

Observed mean scores and bivariate correlations are in
Table 1. Preliminary analyses showed that the prevalence
of youth-focused rules did not differ between only children,
first-born children, and children with one or more older sib-
lings, p=.373, nor did whole-family rules, p=.365. The prev-
alence of youth-focused rules also did not differ between
families whose fathers were college-educated or higher

Bivariate correlations

M (SD) 1 2 3 4
(1) Social media procrastination 2.76 (0.98) —
(2) Problematic social media use 2.57 (0.94) 0.63%** —
(3) Impulsivity 1.81 (0.61) 0.39%%* 0.43%%* —
(4) Youth-focused rules 2.38 (1.14) —0.24%** -0.04 0.02 —
(5) Whole-family rules 2.02 (1.04) —0.19** 0.04 0.10 0.63%+*

*p<.01; ***p<.001 (two-tailed).
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and those who were not, p=.634, nor did the prevalence of
whole-family rules, p=.780. Similar results were obtained
when comparing mothers with and without tertiary educa-
tion, ps=.336.

In total, 75.1% of youths reported at least some form of
youth-focused screen use rules (i.e., M >1.00), and 67.6%
of youths reported at least some form of whole-family
screen use rules (i.e., M>1.00). Youth-focused rules and
whole-family rules were positively correlated (r=.62,
p<.01). A multivariate ANOVA was used to test the hy-
pothesized difference in the prevalence of youth-focused
and whole-family rules. Supporting H1, a significant main
effect of the rule target existed, F(1, 180) =25.58, p<.001,
nP2:0.12, indicating that participants generally reported
more youth-focused screen rules than whole-family screen
rules.

Path analysis

Our hypothesized moderation model' was tested using
path analysis with z-transformed values. To test H2 and
H3, whole-family and youth-focused rules and impulsivity
were included as predictors of social media procrastina-
tion and problematic social media use. We also included
the two-way interaction between whole-family rules and
youth-focused rules in order to examine RQI. To test H4,
two-way interactions between impulsivity and screen use
rules (i.e., impulsivity x whole-family rules and impulsiv-
ity x youth-focused rules) were included to test the mod-
erating effect of impulsivity on the paths between screen
use rules and the two social media difficulties. In this way,
associations that each main predictor (or interaction) held
with each dependent variable were controlled for all other
associations, allowing examination of the unique variance
in procrastination and problematic use accounted for by
each path in the model. We also controlled for adolescent
gender by including it as a predictor of social media pro-
crastination and problematic social media use. The model
was fully saturated. Social media procrastination and

problematic social media use were positively associated
(B=0.53, SE=0.05, p<.001).

Predicting social media difficulties from
whole-family rules versus youth-focused rules

Our results partially supported predictions (H2) that, com-
pared to youth-focused rules, whole-family rules would show
stronger negative associations with youth social media diffi-
culties. Whole-family rules were negatively associated with
social media procrastination (f=-0.21, SE=0.10, p=.029),
whereas no significant association existed for youth-focused
rules (B=-0.14, p=.096). Not supporting H2, associations
between both rule types and problematic social media use
were not significant. Addressing RQI, the interaction ef-
fect between whole-family rules and youth-focused rules
on social media procrastination was significant ($=0.17,
SE=0.08, p=.034). To disentangle this interaction, we con-
ducted a simple slope analysis (Aiken & West, 1991), with
values for youth-focused rules and whole-family rules set at
+1 SD from the mean. As seen in Figure 1, youth-focused
rules negatively predicted social media procrastination
only in the context of lower whole-family rules (f=-0.28,
SE=0.09, t=-3.18, p=.001), but not in the context of higher
whole-family rules (B=-0.01, SE=0.12, t=-0.06, p=.956).

Moderation by social media impulsivity

Supporting H3, social media impulsivity showed direct,
positive associations with both social media procrastination
(p=0.38, SE=0.06, p<.001) and problematic social media
use (f=0.39, SE=0.06, p<.001). As hypothesized (H4), im-
pulsivity also moderated links between both rule types and
social media difficulties. Specifically, there was a positive
interaction between self-control and whole-family rules
(procrastination: $=0.32, SE=0.09, p<.001; problematic
social media use: f=0.33, SE=0.09, p<.001), but a negative
interaction between self-control and youth-focused rules
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(procrastination: $=-0.29, SE=0.09, p=.001; problematic
social media use: p=-0.33, SE=0.09, p <.001). We conducted
simple slope analyses at £1 SD of self-control to decompose
these interactions.

Social media procrastination

As seen in Figure 2a, youth-focused rules were negatively
associated with social media procrastination when social
media impulsivity was high (B=-0.45, SE=0.13, t=-3.51,
p<.001), but not when impulsivity was low (f=0.17,
SE=0.12, t=1.37, p=.172). As seen in Figure 2b, whole-
family rules were negatively associated with social media
procrastination when impulsivity was low (f=-0.53,
SE=0.14, t=-3.87, p<.001), but not when impulsivity was
high (f=0.10, SE=0.12, t=0.81, p=.416). Together, results
supported H4 by indicating that youth-focused and whole-
family screen use rules were differently associated with
social media procrastination, depending on adolescents'
impulsive tendencies. Generally, youth-focused rules pre-
dicted lower procrastination for youth with higher social
media impulsivity (supporting H4a), whereas whole-family
rules predicted lower procrastination for youth with lower
impulsivity (supporting H4b).

S— ) Swm |7
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Problematic social media use

As shown in Figure 3a, youth-focused rules negatively pre-
dicted problematic social media use when impulsivity was
high (B=-0.39, SE=0.13, t=2.96, p=.003). However, this re-
lationship was positive when impulsivity was low (=0.30,
SE=0.12, t=2.44, p=.015). As shown in Figure 3b, whole-
family rules negatively predicted problematic social media
use when impulsivity was low (=-0.37, SE=0.14, t=-2.64,
p=.008). However, this relationship was positive when im-
pulsivity was high (p=0.27, SE=0.13, t=2.16, p=.031). Thus,
in line with H4, whole-family rules and youth-focused
differentially predicted problematic social media use, de-
pending on adolescents' tendencies to engage in impulsive
social media behavior. As with social media procrastination,
higher levels of youth-focused rules generally predicted less
problematic use for youth with higher impulsivity (support-
ing H4a), whereas higher levels of whole-family rules pre-
dicted less problematic social media use for youth lower in
impulsivity (supporting H4b). Unexpectedly, however, we
also found that the alternate rule type actually predicted
higher problematic use for high- and low-impulsivity ado-
lescents, respectively, instead of merely showing no associa-
tion. Specifically, youth-focused rules positively predicted
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problematic social media use for youth with lower impulsiv-
ity, and whole-family rules positively predicted problematic
use for youth with higher impulsivity.

DISCUSSION

Research on examining parental restrictions on adolescents'
screen and social media use is inconsistent as to whether
such limits predict reduced difficulties (e.g., less depend-
ency symptoms or academic/social difficulties). Several
prior studies indicate that complications might arise when
parents focus exclusively on limiting youth screen use, with-
out modulating their own behavior. The present research
offers a deeper understanding of screen regulation for ado-
lescents by considering various approaches to rulemaking
(i.e., youth-focused rules and whole-family rules), individual
differences in impulsivity, and their respective interactions.
To our knowledge, no study has directly contrasted “youth-
focused” rules with rules that are applied to the “whole
family,” nor examined whether the associations that these
strategies hold with screen and social media difficulties de-
pend on adolescents' individual differences. In this novel

comparison, we examined youth-focused and whole-family
rules for screen use as reported by Chinese early adolescents,
and the respective associations that these strategies held with
social media procrastination and problematic social media
use. Finally, we examined whether adolescents' tendencies to
engage in impulsive social media behaviors moderated these
associations. The results offer insights into how families can
set limits on screen use that might promote healthy habits,
and how parents can tailor their approaches to their chil-
dren's specific needs and characteristics.

Prevalence of youth-focused rules and
whole-family rules

Consistent with predictions (H1), adolescents reported youth-
focused rules to be more common than whole-family rules,
suggesting that Chinese parents sometimes attempt to regulate
children's screen use without considering their own behaviors.
This finding aligns with the traditional emphasis on parental
authority in Chinese families (Chen, 2016), which obliges par-
ents to supervise and regulate children's behaviors, while chil-
dren are expected to show obedience (Yeh & Bedford, 2003).
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In light of prior literature suggesting that parents' own prob-
lematic screen habits predict a range of youth psychosocial and
screen-related adjustment difficulties (e.g., Geng et al., 2021;
Kildare & Middlemiss, 2017; Liu et al., 2020; McDaniel, 2019),
the favoritism toward youth-focused rules identified here sug-
gests that educators and practitioners might begin conversa-
tions with concerned parents by assessing not only which
kinds of screen rules exist, but also to whom those rules apply.

Youth-focused rules, whole-family rules, and
social media difficulties

Partially supporting predictions (H2), whole-family rules
negatively predicted social media procrastination, whereas
youth-focused rules did not. Moreover, youth-focused and
whole-family rules interacted to predict social media pro-
crastination (RQI). While the highest levels of procras-
tination occurred when both rule types were low, higher
youth-focused rules only predicted lower procrastination
when whole-family rules were low. In the presence of whole-
family rules, there did not appear to be any additional ben-
efit of youth-focused rules. While this seems to imply that
youth-focused rules might be “better than nothing,” it also
suggests that a whole-family approach could be more parsi-
monious for communicating expectations, with additional
youth-focused rules holding little extra utility.

Together, the results provide evidence that whole-
family rules might, in some cases, be a better fit for the
Chinese context than restrictive practices focused only
on regulating adolescents' behavior. When parents follow
the same screen rules set for adolescents, they also have
to execute appropriate self-regulation strategies (Radesky
& Moreno, 2018); parents' modulation of their screen use
to relieve stress or boredom likely provides important op-
portunities to model healthy habits, including avoiding
the use of screens as a means of procrastination. Chinese
youth also tend to incorporate parents into their own self-
concepts (Pomerantz & Wang, 2009), which could promote
their internalization of general family rules that parents
also follow. Furthermore, when all family members agree
to modulate their screen habits, they might communicate
about existing expectations more freely and engage in
healthier offline interactions that predict a range of pos-
itive psychosocial outcomes (McDaniel, 2019). Our mea-
sure of social media procrastination also indexed concrete
behaviors that might be more easily subjected to parental
supervision and regulation; limits on screen-based leisure
at certain times and places might push adolescents to focus
on necessary tasks (e.g., homework). In contrast, the lack
of significant associations for problematic social media use
could be because this scale focused on general difficulties
and emotional responses that are more dependent on indi-
vidual traits. Hence, instead of parental efforts, individual
differences in characteristics such as impulsivity might be
the predominant drivers of problematic social media use
(Boer et al., 2021; Wartberg et al., 2021).

Research on Adolescence
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The role of impulsivity

As expected, tendencies toward impulsive social media
behaivor showed positive associations with both social
media procrastination and problematic social media use
(H3). This result echoes prior evidence that impulsivity
might intensify adolescents' excessive screen use and so-
cial media-related risks (see Hussain & Starcevic, 2020 for
a review). Adolescents with impulse control difficulties are
more prone to distraction by negative emotions and expe-
riences, and sometimes struggle with following through on
original plans (Steel, 2007); when encountering more chal-
lenging activities, such as difficult homework, adolescents
with weaker impulse control might attempt to escape this
stress by procrastinating via social media (Meier et al., 2016;
Wartberg et al., 2021). Additionally, highly impulsive youth
check social media more often, post more frequently (Boer
etal., 2021), and become more distressed when unable to use
social media, all of which are symptoms of problematic so-
cial media use (Jelenchick et al., 2016).

Also in line with predictions (H4), impulsivity interacted
with youth-focused and whole-family rules to predict social
media difficulties. For adolescents reporting higher levels
of social media impulsivity, youth-focused rules negatively
predicted procrastination and problematic use (supporting
H4a), whereas whole-family rules even predicted increased
problematic use. This is similar to findings from South Korea
suggesting that parents' youth-focused, restrictive practices
were more beneficial for reducing online risks, but only for
adolescents lower in self-control (Lee, 2013). These results
imply that adolescents with greater difficulties in autono-
mously regulating online behavior might require screen lim-
its that are tailored to their individual needs. Accordingly,
youth-focused rules specifying when and where they can
access screens, as well as conditions such as fulfillment of
homework or chores, might motivate them to put digital de-
vices aside. In contrast, whole-family rules, which are likely
both more general and flexible, might fail to scaffold healthy
habits for highly impulsive youth. Whole-family rules likely
also provide more space for young people to make indepen-
dent choices, but some might not be ready for this level of
self-direction. Compared with youth-focused rules, whole-
family rules might be less helpful for adolescents who strug-
gle with autonomously regulating their screen and digital
media behaviors.

Conversely, whole-family rules were negatively asso-
ciated with social media difficulties among youth with
lower impulsivity (supporting H4b). We also observed that
adolescents lower in impulsivity actually reported greater
problematic use in the context of more youth-focused
rules. These findings imply that less-impulsive adoles-
cents might benefit from egalitarian rule systems and a
communal, whole-family approach to healthier screen
habits. Youth who perceive themselves to be less impulsive
online likely believe that they already have the capacity to
manage their screen use, and hence deserve parental con-
fidence and autonomy affordances (Moreno et al., 2019;
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Padilla-Walker et al., 2016). Screen rules that apply equally
to all family members can satisfy these adolescents' in-
creasing demands for egalitarian relationships, whereas
too many restrictions targeted at them might backfire.
According to prior studies, Chinese adolescents might in-
terpret specific youth-focused rules as a lack of parental
trust, and as intrusive and over-controlling (Pomerantz &
Eaton, 2000; Wang et al., 2007; Wang & Faldowski, 2014).
This potentially interferes with the internalization of re-
lated values (Son & Padilla-Walker, 2021) and leads Chinese
adolescents to conceal their behavior (e.g., Hawk, 2017;
Liu, 2020), both of which might allow social media diffi-
culties to metastasize. Taken together, communal screen
rules applied to all family members might be more suit-
able for youth who exhibit lower levels of impulsive social
media behavior.

Limitations and future research directions

There are some important limitations to this study. First,
the design was cross-sectional, meaning that associations
between screen rules and adolescents' social media diffi-
culties cannot be interpreted as causal. Although our re-
sults suggest promising directions for future research on
youth responses to different rulemaking approaches, in-
tervention and longitudinal studies are needed to test the
efficacy of these strategies in reducing problematic screen
behaviors. Second, we considered the association between
screen rules and social media difficulties only for adoles-
cents. However, these approaches to rulemaking might
also have different effects on parents' psychological well-
being, as well as the larger family system. Further research
that assesses parents' own screen habits and related adjust-
ments is required to fill this gap. We also relied solely on
youth self-reports of screen use rules. Although others
have suggested that social desirability might color parents'
reports of their regulatory efforts more than youth reports
(D'Angelo & Moreno, 2019), a multi-informant approach
would provide information about whether particular per-
spectives on rulemaking (or discrepancies between them)
are more predictive of related screen and social media
habits.

The present study utilized a measure of impulsivity spe-
cific to youth social media behavior, as opposed to a more
general and context-free assessment of trait-level impulsiv-
ity. This choice was motivated by recent research showing
that impulse-control deficits can be specific to screen-based
cues (Gao et al., 2020; Wegmann et al., 2020). We also rea-
soned that youth perceptions of their impulsivity in the same
domain as the parental restrictions of interest would be most
relevant to their acceptance of those rules. While our results
regarding youth-focused restrictions were highly similar to
past research that utilized broader, multidimensional assess-
ments of self-control (Lee, 2013), additional research should
examine whether the differences between youth-focused

and whole-family rules found in the present study depend
on adolescents' views of their abilities in the specific realm
of social media. It is also important to assess the ways in
which parents' views on their children's general versus so-
cial media-specific impulse control abilities, as well as other
dimensions of self-control, predict when and which types of
restrictions they set for youth.

We have argued that stronger orientations toward interde-
pendence in Chinese culture might make adolescents partic-
ularly amenable to whole-family approaches to rulemaking,
even as greater emphases on hierarchical parental authority
and youth academic achievement might predispose parents
to narrowly focus on regulating youth behavior. The pres-
ent findings should be replicated in other cultural contexts,
particularly those with stronger orientations toward youth
autonomy support and democratic styles of family inter-
action. Along with these aspects of family relationships,
culture-specific elements of the Chinese social media land-
scape might affect family members' patterns of screen use
(Hawk, 2014). For example, Chinese adolescents' inability to
easily access several of the major global social media plat-
forms (e.g., Facebook, Twitter, Instagram) has led to a strong
reliance on local alternatives; Weixin (WeChat), the largest
contemporary mobile social media app in China, is a multi-
functional platform that is relatively indispensable to most
citizens' daily lives. In addition to entertainment compo-
nents such as feeds of individual friends' posts, it serves mes-
saging, translation, and contactless payment functions that
might blur the boundaries between socializing, leisure, and
(school)work activities for both youth and adults. Compared
to using multiple apps that each fulfill particular entertain-
ment and communication niches, this ubiquity and multi-
functionality could potentially affect both the types of screen
rules that parents implement and family members' abilities
to align their expectations. While Chinese youth's hedonic
and social motives for screen use are similar to those found
among Western adolescents, they also report relatively high
instrumental motives (i.e., schoolwork) that do not predict
problematic behavior (Meng et al., 2020). Future studies
should more closely examine rules that might exist around
particular screen use motivations and whether these finer
distinctions offer additional insights into associations with
screen use difficulties.

Finally, the data utilized in this study were collected
just prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, a global event that
forced families to recalibrate the balance between online
and offline life. The use of mobile devices for youth ed-
ucation, parents' work, and socializing increased sharply
from 2020 to 2022 (Madigan et al., 2022; Pandya &
Lodha, 2021). Even after lockdowns in various countries
have ended, norms and expectations around family mem-
bers' screen and social media use may have undergone
fundamental alterations (e.g., hybrid learning and more
flexible work-from-home arrangements) that necessitate
further study in the postpandemic era. China's “zero-
COVID” strategy, in particular, resulted in repeated and
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unpredictable neighborhood- and city-wide isolation mea-
sures until the policy was discontinued in early 2023; the
youth and parental screen habits that might have become
entrenched over this period likely require novel interven-
tion approaches that can encourage healthy behavior at the
household level. In this context, additional research should
examine whether COVID-related changes in screen use
have altered the tendency to set (or relax) certain rules,
acceptance, and motivation to enforce those rules, and the
outcomes associated with youth-focused or whole-family
expectations for screen use.

CONCLUSION

Despite these limitations, the present study is one of the
first to look beyond general parental restrictions on ado-
lescents' screen time to examine the different ways that
they might apply these regulatory efforts. I comparing
youth-focused screen rules that parents tailor specifically
to adolescents with “whole-family” rules that parents also
agree to follow, our study suggests that parental rule par-
ticipation might be crucial to understanding adolescents'
screen-related adjustment. Furthermore, the considera-
tion of individual differences (i.e., youth impulsive social
media behavior) in the current study allows novel insights
into the associations between different types of parenting
approaches and adolescent screen and social media hab-
its. Our results demonstrate that while adolescents gen-
erally benefit from whole-family approaches, adolescents
with higher levels of impulsive social media behavior may
still require rules that address their individual challenges.
Findings in the current study can help to resolve incon-
sistent findings in prior literature regarding the utility of
restrictive screen rules for adolescents. Distinguishing be-
tween the ability of these two approaches to predict youth
screen and social media habits, and how adolescents' in-
dividual differences might qualify these associations, can
serve as the foundation for future intervention studies that
help families to construct screen use rules to meet their
specific needs.
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ENDNOTE

! To address one Reviewer's concerns that social media procrastination,
problematic social media use, and impulsive social media behavior might
contain overlapping features, we examined the distinctiveness of these
constructs via Confirmatory Factor Analysis. Some specific errors of in-
dividual items within each construct were allowed to correlate, based on
modification indices. The model achieved satisfactory fit, X2 (260)=418.76,
Xz/df= 1.61, CFI=.95, TLI=.94, RMSEA =.06, SRMR=.06. All items
achieved satisfactory loadings (Bs ranging from .51-.83). We therefore
included these three separate constructs in our analysis.
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APPENDIX Full scales

Al | Youth-focused and whole-family rules

Many families have rules about where and when people can
use devices with screens, such as phones, computers, and
TVs. Sometimes parents make rules specifically for their
children, and sometimes there are rules that are made by/
for the whole family. Please respond to each of the statements
below:

1. My parents make rules for me about “screen-free zones”
where I am not allowed to use screens including TV,
computers, and smartphones.

2. There are rules for the whole family about “screen-free
zones,” where no one is allowed to use screens including
TV, computers, and smartphones.

3. My parents make rules for me about screen-free times when
I am not allowed to use screens including TV, computers,
and smartphones.

4. There are rules for the whole family about screen-free times
when no one is allowed to use screens including TV, com-
puters, and smartphones.

5. My parents make rules for me about not interacting with
screens at least 1 h before bedtime.

6. There are rules for my whole family about not interacting
with screens at least 1 h before bedtime.

1= Definitely untrue, 2= Mostly untrue, 3 =Neither true/
untrue, 4= Mostly true, 5= Definitely true.

A.2 | SOCIAL MEDIA PROCRASTINATION

1. I use social media although I have more important
things to do.

2. T use social media although I know that I have an impor-
tant task to complete.

3. T use social media although I had planned to get some-
thing done.

4. T use social media when I am procrastinating the upcom-
ing work.

5. Tuse social media as a way of wasting time.

6. I use social media when I feel frustrated with other tasks
or assignments.

7. Using social media often results in me postponing tasks
that I do not want to do.

8. Ipromise myself I will start an important task/assignment
and then end up using social media instead.

1=Never, 2=Rarely, 3=Sometimes, 4=Often, 5= Very
Often.

A.3 | PROBLEMATIC SOCIAL MEDIA USE
1. I have a hard time keeping my social media use under
control.
2. I sometimes have to struggle with myself to limit my time
online.
3. Thave to keep using social media more and more to get my
thrill.
4. T have tried unsuccessfully to cut down on the amount of
time I spend online.
. I'feel my social media use is out of control.
. 1 get tense, moody;, or irritable if I cannot get on the Web
when I want.
7. I often think about social media even when I am not
online.
8. Isometimes try to conceal how much time I spend online
from my family or friends.
. I would go out of my way to satisfy my social media urges.

[© X9

Ne

1=Strongly disagree, 2=Somewhat disagree, 3=Not sure,
4=Somewhat agree, 5= Strongly agree.

A4 | IMPULSIVE SOCIAL MEDIA BEHAVIOR
1. I tend to use social media on impulse.
2. Toften say and do things on social media without stopping
to think.
. When I get bored, I like to stir up some excitement on so-
cial media.
4. T often get involved in things on social media I later wish I
could get out of.
5. My behavior on social media can be misunderstood by
others.
6. Sometimes I rather enjoy going against the rules and
doing things on social media that I am not supposed to.
7. At times, I am tempted to do or say something on social
media that others would think inappropriate.
8. Sometimes I cannot stop myself from doing or saying cer-
tain things on social media, even if I know they might be
bad.

W

1=Strongly disagree, 2=Disagree, 3=Agree, 4=Strongly
agree.
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