

[image: image1]
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Introduction: As a unique socio-cultural phenomenon, idol worship plays a significant role in the development of college students' ideological and moral values. This study aims to investigate the influence of maternal overprotection on idol worship and examine the mediating roles of reactive anger and cybervictimization.

Methods: A total of 847 Chinese college students (23.50% were male; Mage = 19.57, SDage = 1.25) were investigated in this cross-sectional survey from 7 to 12 January in 2024 by S-EMBU-C questionnaire, celebrity attitude scale (CAS-R), trait anger scale (TAS), and cybervictimization questionnaire, testing the chain mediating effects of reactive anger, and cybervictimization.

Results and conclusion: (1) Maternal overprotection significantly positively predicted idol worship; (2) Cybervictimization played an independent mediator role in the links between maternal overprotection and idol worship; (3) Reactive anger and cybervictimization played a chain mediating role between maternal overprotection and idol worship. These findings highlighted the association between maternal overprotection and idol worship among college students, highlighting the need for integrated interventions targeting parenting styles, and online safety.
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Introduction

An idol is a product symbolizing the personality of a specific individual. Its image characteristics include beautification, secularization, entertainment, virtualization, etc. These characteristics make the idol no longer represent its own person, but a symbol that can arouse emotional resonance (Song, 2023). Idol worship refers to an individual's appreciation, acceptance, and even imitation of another person's values, behavior patterns, and physical appearance regarding cognitive, emotional, and personality development (Yang and Wu, 2021). Its core issues are psychological identity and emotional attachment (Yue, 2004). In the era of digital new media, with the continuous emergence of variety shows, idol worship has become a common phenomenon and has appeared in more diverse forms (Shi et al., 2016). Furthermore, the demographic scope of idol fandom has expanded significantly, with emerging adulthood (aged 18–25) increasingly constituting the dominant demographic cohort (Lu, 2018). A representative sampling survey revealed that 51.9% of university students exhibit significant idol worship behaviors (Wang and Tan, 2012). As a unique social and cultural phenomenon, idol worship plays a vital role in the development of college students' identity, morality, and values (Gu, 2019). Existing has highlighted the pervasive influence of idol worship among contemporary undergraduates, with students from diverse academic disciplines and socioeconomic backgrounds demonstrating distinct patterns of idol preference (Peng and Sun, 2011).

However, with the development of the entertainment industry and the popularity of electronic products, college students' idol worship has become more common and fanatical than ever before, and the traditional “moral models” are gradually being replaced by “entertainment idols.” As the degree of idol worship deepens, individuals may even have pathological emotional involvement and behavioral manifestations (He and Sun, 2022). Excessive idol worship behaviors can lead to various negative emotions and behaviors among fans, damaging their studies, work and interpersonal relationships and even leading to dangerous behaviors such as self-injury or attempted suicide (Liu et al., 2022). Since 2020, the social media-based pop star idol worship subculture has brought about a significantly negative impact on the lives of fans and their families (Yin, 2020; Zhang and Negus, 2020). During emerging adulthood, college students confront the developmental task of reconstructing self-identity amid novel interpersonal and social relationships. Therefore, disentangling the determinants and mechanisms of idol worship holds significant implications for fostering healthy idol perception and promoting holistic development among university students.


Maternal overprotection and idol worship

Negative parenting was strongly associated with idol worship (Cheung and Yue, 2012; Zhang and Li, 2006). Levy (1941) originally proposed the concept of parental overprotection. Overprotection is when parents are overly involved in their child's daily activities and experiences, limiting their child's autonomy. It is considered to be a negative parenting behavior (Jiang et al., 2010). Such behaviors may limit the child's ability to solve problems and interact with peers independently, resulting in an insecure parent-child attachment pattern (Affrunti and Woodruff-Borden, 2015; Knappe et al., 2012; Miller et al., 2018). The study has shown that idol worship is associated with insecure attachment (transfer of attachment partners) (Wang and Liu, 2010). According to attachment style theory, it has been suggested that the insecure attachment style that individuals establish with their parents in infancy may lead adolescents and adults to exhibit stalking, idols stalking and trying to get in close contact with their favorite idols (Kienlen, 1998). On this basis, McCutcheon et al. (2006) further hypothesized that insecure attachment idolatrous are more likely to have proximity behaviors than secure attachment-type idols. According to the self-determination theory, maternal overprotection will diminish children's sense of autonomy and competence, making it easier for them to seek approval and comfort through idol worship (Wang, 2017). After entering university, college students' ability to live and think independently has been continuously enhanced, and they have a certain sense of self (Shi and Fan, 2024). At this time, maternal overprotection will prevent college students from correctly understanding themselves (Jin and Li, 2023), making it easier for them to gain self-identity through idol worship. Accordingly, this study proposed Hypothesis 1: Maternal overprotection will significantly and positively predict college students' idol worship.



The mediating role of reactive anger

Reactive anger refers to the frequency with which an individual produces angry emotions in response to a specific situational stimulus (Spielberger, 1988; Rippere, 1977; Yue et al., 2024; Jin et al., 2017a), which is an external manifestation of an individual's exposure to external circumstances, such as anger when an individual is criticized and mistreated (Luo et al., 2011). Bowlby (1969) argues that the core of secure attachment is that parents support children's self-directed exploration through “safe base” behavior, rather than excessive intervention. Overprotective parents can deprive their children of the opportunity to cope with challenges independently (Miller et al., 2015), leading to over-dependence on their mothers and developing insecure attachment styles (Favaretto et al., 2001). The parent-child attachment affects children's emotional regulation (Bowlby, 1969) and social skills (Boldt et al., 2014; Bartholomew and Horowitz, 1991). Previous research has indicated that individuals with insecure attachment may develop disorders of emotion regulation compared to securely attached individuals (Marganska et al., 2013; Goodall et al., 2012; Liu and Ma, 2019; Owens et al., 2018; Stroud et al., 2016). This process is supported by a neural mechanism: the prefrontal cortex of children with insecure attachment, which is responsible for emotion regulation, is inadequately activated (Warren et al., 2010). Thus, such children more likely to exhibit angry emotions (van der Voort et al., 2014; Mikulincer, 1998b; Troisi and D'Argenio, 2004). According to projection theory, individuals blame others for their socially unacceptable desires and behaviors, or manifest them in another form (Zhang, 2012). Within the context of idol fandom culture, the practice of idol worship becomes legitimized by their communities (Zhang and Negus, 2020), while anger—a socially “unacceptable” emotion—requires externalization through alternative forms. Idol worship thus serves as an ideal conduit for such emotional transmutation. Specifically, adolescents' idol worship usually reflects their long-suppressed subconscious thoughts and desires, which cannot be expressed directly but are realized through idol worship, the socially acceptable approach. The fast pace of modern life exacerbates the pressure of time compression, and college students tend to maximize their desires in a limited time (Zhang and Lv, 2010). Meanwhile, reactive anger may reflect attachment anxiety about overprotection and lack of autonomy, which leads adolescents to attempt to alleviate their anger by establishing a virtual emotional connection between the idol and themselves. Accordingly, this study proposed Hypothesis 2: Reactive anger may mediate the association between maternal overprotection and college students' idol worship.



The mediating role of cybervictimization

Cybervictimization refers to an individual being repeatedly bullied by other individuals or groups in the process of using the internet, such as verbal intimidation and abuse, insults and malicious harassment (Jin et al., 2017b). A survey showed that nearly 70% of the youth interviewed said that they or those around them had experienced cyber violence and that young people were increasingly being attacked by online groups or individuals (Li, 2025). Some studies pointed out that overprotective parents could lead their children to adopt immature ways of solving problems when they encounter difficulties (He and Du, 2019), which would increase the likelihood of being victimized. According to social identity theory (Tajfel, 1978), individuals tend to define themselves by the group they belong to and behave similarly to the group. Thus, the individuals become aware of the emotion and value that being a member of the group brings to themselves. For victims of cyberbullying, idols and their fan groups may become an important source of social identity. Individuals will gain an identity in fan groups utterly different from their real lives, temporarily allowing them to put their real-life difficulties behind them (Cai and Ouyang, 2007). Additionally, victims of cyberbullying who feel isolated in real life are more inclined to seek idol worship as a means of emotional expression and social belonging. Accordingly, this study proposed Hypothesis 3: Cybervictimization may mediate the association between maternal overprotection and college students' idol worship.



The chain mediating role of reactive anger and cybervictimization

Previous studies have shown that both reactive anger and cybervictimization are significantly associated with idol worship. However, the effect of reactive anger and cybervictimization on the association between maternal overprotection and college students' idol worship remains unclear. Therefore, this study explored the association between maternal overprotection and college students' idol worship by analyzing the chain mediation effect of the individual factor (reactive anger) and the environmental factor (cybervictimization).

The maternal overprotection may lead to the development of an insecure attachment type, which may first lead to the development of reactive anger in children (Zhang et al., 2014; Mikulincer, 1998a). According to attachment theory (Bowlby, 1969), overprotective parents can lead to insecure attachment (Xu et al., 2009; Chen and Zhang, 2011; Li et al., 2015). This attachment pattern tends to keep individuals in a state of emotional dysregulation (Crowell et al., 2020; Brumariu and Kerns, 2010). In certain situations, adolescents may develop reactive anger to express their resistance. This anger tendency as an individual factor could affect how children interact online, making them more likely to exhibit inappropriate social behavior and increasing the risk of being bullied online (Jin et al., 2017b; Sutton and Simons, 2021). Cybervictimization as an environmental factor further exacerbates individuals' dissatisfaction and isolation from the real world, prompting them to seek idol worship as a means of psychological compensation and social identity (Cai and Ouyang, 2007; Yue, 2004). Accordingly, this study proposed Hypothesis 4: Reactive anger and cybervictimization may play a chain mediating role between maternal overprotection and college students' idol worship.

In summary, this study constructs a theoretical analysis framework, as shown in Figure 1.
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FIGURE 1
 Path diagram of the influence of maternal overprotection on college students' idol worship.





Materials and methods


Participants

The stratified cluster sampling method was used to conduct a questionnaire survey among college students at Weifang University of Science and Technology. A group test was conducted by class, and two classes were randomly selected from the four grades: freshman, sophomore, junior, and senior. A total of 905 questionnaires were distributed through the Questionnaire Star applet. The questionnaires were distributed from 7 to 12 January 2024. After removing invalid questionnaires such as regular answers, missing data and reverse answers, a total of 847 data were collected, with an effective recovery rate of 93.6%. The students' ages ranged from 17 to 24 years old (Mage = 19.57, SDage = 1.25). Approximately 76.50% of the students were female and 23.50% were male. Of the students, 64.10%, 17.00%, and 18.90% were from rural areas, suburban areas, and urban areas, respectively. In terms of academic year distribution, 31.80%, 50.50%, 12.60%, and 5.10% were freshmen, sophomores, juniors, and seniors, respectively. Notably, there is a large difference in the number of males and females because the participants are from humanities majors, but this is in line with the ratio of males and females in this major under Chinese culture. Moreover, seniors were underrepresented, likely due to their lower presence on campus.



Procedures

According to the declaration of Helsinki, this study design had passed the ethical review of the Human Research Ethics Committee of Weifang University of Science and Technology. Participants participated voluntarily, were informed of the purpose of the survey, answered methods and precautions, and signed informed consent forms. Before the test, the questionnaire data collectors were uniformly trained in the testing process, key points, and methods. In the test, mature scales were used for online measurement, questionnaires were sent to students through WeChat, and students completed the questionnaire independently on computers or mobile phones, emphasizing the principles of voluntary filling, the confidentiality of information, and anonymous filling.



Variables and measures
 
Maternal overprotection

Maternal overprotection was measured using the Short-Egna Minnen av Barndoms Uppfostran-Chinese version (S-EMBU-C) developed by Arrindell et al. (2001) and revised by Jiang et al. (2010), which was reliable among Chinese college students (Cronbach's alpha = 0.78). This full scale consists of 42 items divided into two sections for mothers and fathers and three dimensions. Based on the research purpose, we only used the “maternal overprotection” dimension of the mother's subscale. It includes 8 items (for example, “I think my mother's fears about what might happen to me were exaggerated and excessive”). A 4-point scale was used ranging from 1 (never) to 4 (always). Higher average scores indicated higher levels of maternal overprotection. The Cronbach's alpha for this scale was 0.77.



Idol worship

The Celebrity Attitude Scale (CAS-R) developed by McCutcheon et al. (2002) and revised by Peng et al. (2010) was used to assess the degree of idol worship, which was reliable among Chinese college students (Cronbach's alpha = 0.88). It includes 27 items (for example, “I pay special attention to the details of the life of my favorite idols”). A 5-point Likert scale was used, ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree), with higher average scores indicating higher levels of idol worship involvement. The Cronbach's alpha for this scale was 0.97.



Reactive anger

Reactive anger was measured using the subscale Trait Anger Scale (TAS) developed by Spielberger (1988) and translated and revised by Luo et al. (2011), which was reliable among Chinese college students (Cronbach's alpha = 0.80). This scale consists of 10 items divided into two dimensions. Based on the research purpose, we only used the “reactive anger” dimension, which included six items (for example, “I get angry when someone else makes a mistake and delays my progress”). A 4-point scale was used, ranging from 1 (hardly) to 4 (always), with higher average scores implying a higher level of reactive anger. The Cronbach's alpha for this scale was 0.86.



Cybervictimization

Cybervictimization was measured using the scale revised by Hood and Duffy (2018) and translated by Jin (2021), which was reliable among Chinese college students (Cronbach's alpha = 0.87). The questionnaire has fewer questions and focuses on the assessment of bullying and being bullied on social networking platforms. The questionnaire was translated back into Chinese and English and cultural adaptation was carried out. This scale consists of seven items (for example, “Someone has laughed or teased me on social networks”), using a 5-point Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (never) to 5 (always). Participants evaluated their experiences of being bullied on each item. Higher scores indicated higher levels of cybervictimization. The Cronbach's alpha for this scale was 0.96.




Data analysis

SPSS 26. 0 was used to conduct the statistical analysis. First, Harman's single-factor test was used to test for the common method bias (Aguirre-Urreta and Hu, 2019). According to principal component analysis, there were six factors with eigenvalues >1. The first factor explained a variation of 35.564%, less than the critical standard of 40% (Deng et al., 2018), suggesting that there was no significant common method bias in this study. Then, participants' characteristics were analyzed descriptively, including means and standard deviations. Pearson correlation analyses examined the relationships among all variables. Finally, Hayes' PROCESS macro (Model 6) was used for mediation analysis (Hayes, 2013). The data was bootstrapped with 5,000 samples to obtain 95% confidence intervals (CI) (Shrout and Bolger, 2002). The mediating effect was considered significant if the upper and lower values of the 95% confidence interval did not contain 0 between them. Among them, the independent variable was maternal overprotection, the mediating variables were reactive anger (mediating variable 1) and cybervictimization (mediating variable 2), the dependent variable was idol worship (Y). Gender was significantly associated with maternal overprotection, cybervictimization and idol worship, and this study used gender as a covariate in subsequent analyses. However, there was no significant correlation between other demographic variables and the study variables, so they were not considered as control variables in this study.




Results


Descriptive statistical analysis

The descriptive statistics and results of the correlation analysis of each variable are presented in Table 1. The findings indicate that maternal overprotection was significantly and positively associated with reactive anger (r = 0.349, p < 0.001), cybervictimization (r = 0.272, p < 0.001) and idol worship (r = 0.113, p < 0.01). Reactive anger was significantly and positively associated with cybervictimization (r = 0.465, p < 0.001) and idol worship (r = 0.197, p < 0.001). Cybervictimization was significantly and positively associated with idol worship (r = 0.319, p < 0.001).

TABLE 1 Descriptive statistics and correlations of study variables.


	Variable
	M ±SD
	1
	2
	3
	Skewness (SE)
	Kurtosis (SE)





	1. Maternal overprotection
	1.97 ± 0.49
	
	
	
	0.71 (0.08)
	0.81 (0.17)



	2. Reactive anger
	1.57 ± 0.57
	0.349***
	
	
	1.38 (0.08)
	2.71 (0.17)



	3. Cybervictimization
	1.30 ± 0.68
	0.272***
	0.465***
	
	2.86 (0.08)
	9.01 (0.17)



	4. Idol worship
	2.31 ± 0.91
	0.113**
	0.197***
	0.319***
	0.43 (0.08)
	−0.12 (0.17)




**p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001.





Mediation analysis

To ensure that there were clear boundaries between the variables and that the model was not distorted during regression analysis, we further measured the variance expansion factor (VIF) between the variables. The results of regression analysis (see Table 2) showed that the VIF values between maternal overprotection (independent variable), reactive anger (mediating variable 1), cybervictimization (mediating variable 2), and idol worship (dependent variable) are all smaller than 5 (1.15 < VIF < 1.40), so there is no serious multicollinearity problem between the variables.

TABLE 2 Linear regression analysis coefficienta results.


	Predictors
	Unstandardized coefficients
	Standardized coefficients
	t
	Sig.
	Collinearity statistics
	VIF



	B
	Std. error
	Beta
	Tolerance





	Constant
	1.607
	0.131
	
	12.290
	0
	
	



	Cybervictimization
	0.388
	0.050
	0.288
	7.761
	0
	0.770
	1.299



	Reactive anger
	0.094
	0.062
	0.058
	1.524
	0.128
	0.730
	1.369



	Maternal overprotection
	0.026
	0.065
	0.014
	0.403
	0.687
	0.863
	1.159




aDependent variable: idol worship.



The results of the regression analysis are summarized in Table 3, Figure 2. The results showed that after controlling for the effect of gender, maternal overprotection significantly and positively predicted idol worship (β = 0.128, t = 3.726, p < 0.001), reactive anger (β = 0.351, t = 10.772, p < 0.001) and cybervictimization (β = 0.100, t = 3.138, p < 0.001). Reactive anger significantly and positively predicted cybervictimization (β = 0.424, t = 13.412, p < 0.001). When maternal overprotection, reactive anger, and cybervictimization entered the regression equation at the same time, maternal overprotection (β =0.033, t = 0.943, p > 0.05) and reactive anger (β = 0.040, t =1.062, p > 0.05) were not a direct predictor of idol worship, and cybervictimization significantly and positively predicted idol worship (β =0.326, t = 8.714, p < 0.001).

TABLE 3 Regression analysis of the relationship between the variables (n = 847).


	Regression equation
 Independent variable
	Dependent variable
	Overall fit index
	Significance of regression coefficient



	R
	R2
	F
	β
	t





	Idol worship
	Gender
	0.157
	0.025
	10.634
	0.110
	3.201**


 
	Maternal overprotection
	
	
	
	0.128
	3.726***



	Reactive anger
	Gender
	0.349
	0.122
	58.633
	0.012
	0.368


 
	Maternal overprotection
	
	
	
	0.351
	10.772***



	Cybervictimization
	Gender
	0.511
	0.261
	99.256
	−0.178
	−5.946***


 
	Maternal overprotection
	
	
	
	0.100
	3.138**


 
	Reactive anger
	
	
	
	0.424
	13.412***



	Idol worship
	Gender
	0.362
	0.131
	31.685
	0.166
	5.002***


 
	Maternal overprotection
	
	
	
	0.033
	0.943


 
	Reactive anger
	
	
	
	0.040
	1.062


 
	Cybervictimization
	
	
	
	0.326
	8.714***




**p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001.
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FIGURE 2
 The final mediating effects diagram the influence of maternal overprotection on college students' idol worship. **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001.


Next, the Bootstrap method was used to further analyse the chain mediation effects of reactive anger and cybervictimization on the association between maternal overprotection and college students' idol worship. The mediation analysis (see Table 4) revealed that the total mediation effect value was 0.176, accounting for 74.26% of the total effect of maternal overprotection and college students' idol worship (effect value 0.237). Three pathways constituted this mediating effect: first, maternal overprotection → reactive anger → idol worship, with an effect value of 0.026 (10.97%) and 95% confidence interval containing 0, indicating that the mediating effect of reactive anger is not significant. Second, maternal overprotection → cybervictimization → idol worship, with an effect value of 0.060 (25.32%) and 95% confidence interval for [0.022, 0.105], indicated that the mediating role of cybervictimization is significant. Hence, Hypothesis 3 was supported. Third, maternal overprotection → reactive anger → cybervictimization → idol worship, with an effect value of 0.090 (37.97%) and 95% confidence interval for [0.050, 0.140], indicated that the chain mediation that maternal overprotection increased levels of reactive anger and cybervictimization, and then increases the level of idol worship of college students. Hence, Hypothesis 4 was supported. In addition, we compared the effect sizes of the three profile paths. The results showed that there were no significant differences between the three indirect pathways (see Table 4).

TABLE 4 The direct and indirect effect of the chain mediation model.


	
	Effect value
	Boot SE
	Bootstrap 95%CI
	Proportion of relative effect



	Boot LLCI
	Boot ULCI





	Direct effect
	0.061
	0.065
	−0.066
	0.187
	25.74%



	X → M1 → Y
	0.026
	0.028
	−0.028
	0.084
	10.97%



	X → M2 → Y
	0.060
	0.021
	0.022
	0.105
	25.32%



	X → M1 → M2 → Y
	0.090
	0.023
	0.050
	0.140
	37.97%



	Total indirect effect
	0.176
	0.044
	0.096
	0.268
	74.26%



	Total effect
	0.237
	0.064
	0.112
	0.362
	



	C1
	
	
	−0.11
	0.04
	



	C2
	
	
	−0.14
	0.01
	



	C3
	
	
	−0.09
	0.02
	




X for maternal overprotection, Y for idol worship, M1 for reactive anger and M2 for cybervictimization. C1=X → M1 → Y minus X → M2 → Y; C2=X → M1 → Y minus X → M1 → M2 → Y; C3=X → M2 → Y minus X → M1 → M2 → Y.



Based on the cross-sectional data used in this study, in order to further explore the causal relationship between the variables, we took idol worship as the independent variable, maternal overprotection as the dependent variable, and reactive anger and cybervictimization as the two mediating variables, but the chain mediating effect was not established.




Discussion

The study found that maternal overprotection significantly and positively predicted idol worship. Studies have proved that parenting styles are an essential cause of idol worship in individuals (Qiao et al., 2023). Maternal overprotection may negatively affect adolescents' self-identity (Cui, 2021; Tang and Li, 2022) and self-confidence (Zhu and Liu, 2003). According to the theory of self-determination, autonomy has an important impact on individual mental health (Ryan et al., 2016; Vansteenkiste et al., 2006). However, maternal overprotection may limit their children's autonomy and independence. This behavior of not giving children ample opportunities to explore can weaken their ability to establish self-identity, which can lead to confusion and anxiety. Under this circumstance, seeking external approval becomes a relatively viable option for adolescents. They crave recognition and affirmation from others because they are unable to determine their worth from within. Therefore, idol worship can be seen as a compensatory mechanism. By imitating the behavior and values of their idols, adolescents try to find their place in society and gain recognition from others. They hope to boost their self-esteem and sense of identity by establishing a connection with their idols, because their idols' success can be seen as their own. In collectivist cultures, family relationships have a more profound impact on individual behavior, potentially amplifying the association between maternal overprotection and idol worship. For example, China's concept of “filial piety” may force adolescents to suppress direct resistance to parental control and instead express their need for autonomy indirectly through idol worship. Conversely, in individualistic cultures, adolescents are more likely to cope with overprotection through independent decision-making (such as moving out of their family) rather than idol worship. The impact of maternal overprotection on college students' idol worship is a critical issue. This result implied that maternal overprotection may hinder college students' development of autonomous identity, potentially driving them to seek compensatory emotional anchors and idealized models through idol worship. By studying the mechanism of its influence in-depth and making targeted suggestions, college students can grow up healthy and reduce the behavior of over-worship of idols.

In this study, the mediating role of reactive anger was not established and inconsistent with the expected Hypothesis 2. From the perspective of attachment theory, overprotective parenting often leads to insecure attachment patterns (Favaretto et al., 2001), which may directly drive individuals to seek alternative emotional connections (Hazan and Shaver, 1987). Specifically, the insecurity of insecure attachment may be transformed into the emotional projection of the idealized image of idols, and this process may bypass the mediation of specific emotions and directly form a compensation mechanism for idol worship. Self-determination theory provides a new dimension for understanding this phenomenon. Maternal overprotection can lead to adolescents' anxiety (Breinholst et al., 2019) and social withdrawal (Van Petegem et al., 2022; Liu et al., 2023), thereby limiting adolescent autonomy development (Deci and Ryan, 2000). When an idol succeeds as a mirror image of the ideal self, the individual will have a great sense of psychological satisfaction and accomplishment (Zhang and Zuo, 2006), and, to some extent, achieve the satisfaction of autonomy. However, this compensatory mechanism relies more on the individual's long-term psychological need for autonomy than on immediate emotional responses (Gagné and Deci, 2005). It is necessary to note that the reactive anger measured in this study is a state-like emotion indicator, which may lead to the failure of the mediating effect. In addition, in the context of collectivist culture, individuals may perceive maternal overprotection as caring rather than controlling, and this cognitive bias may weaken the generation of anger.

The study found that maternal overprotection influenced idol worship through the mediating role of cybervictimization, in line with the expected Hypothesis 3. According to attachment theory, the early parent-child relationship and the level of closeness between mother and child significantly impact an individual's psychological development and social relationship formation. From the perspective of attachment theory, overprotection is essentially intrusive parenting (Barber, 2002), which makes adolescents overdependent on their mothers and forms insecure attachment patterns. This pattern leads lead to a lack of proper understanding, coping, and self-protection skills in the cyber world among college students (Valdez, 2016). making them more likely to be victims. According to the self-determination theory, long-term excessive intervention may lead to a lack of self-confidence (Claes et al., 2015; Zhu and Liu, 2003) and self-esteem (Yin, 2004) due to a lack of autonomy, making them more sensitive to attacks from the Internet, thus making the impact of bullying more significant. Meanwhile, maternal overprotection may lead to social isolation of college students from their peers (Xu and Yan, 2023), and individuals who lack social support networks are more likely to become targets of cyberbullying. In this context, idol worship becomes an essential way for them to seek comfort and support their feelings. By imitating and following their idols, they try to compensate for their lack of self-identity, as well as to escape the negative experiences they suffer in real life. This finding highlighted the critical need for anti-cyberbullying interventions in schools and communities, as reducing adolescents' cybervictimization may effectively disrupt the pathway from maternal overprotection to excessive idol worship. Therefore, improving maternal parenting style can reduce the situation of college students suffering from cyberbullying, which can effectively reduce the level of idol worship.

This study also found that maternal overprotection had an effect on idol worship through the chain mediation of reactive anger and cybervictimization, which verified Hypothesis 4. According to self-determination theory, the basis of good individual development is the fulfillment of autonomy needs (Deci and Ryan, 2000), while maternal overprotection can hinder or inhibit the development of an individual's autonomy needs (Van Petegem et al., 2020), depriving children of the opportunity to make and act on their own decisions (Pu and Zhang, 1996), thus making them feel depressive (Xu, 2018). In response, adolescents may display reactive anger. This angry emotion is a response to the maternal overprotective behavior and a way for the child to try to regain a sense of autonomy and control. Moreover, the anonymity and disinhibition effects of cyberspace (Zhou and Liu, 2016) may reinforce the intensity of reactive anger. This phenomenon amplified emotional state can lead to individuals being more likely to overreact to negative remarks or aggressive behavior online, making individuals the target of cyberbullying. The study has been conducted to prove that trait anger promotes hostile attribution bias (Li and Xia, 2021). Individuals with high levels of reactive anger are more likely to pick up hostile cues from the incident, interpret the ambiguous behavior of others as malicious, and attack others, which is likely to provoke a stronger group pushback. The experience of being bullied often has a negative impact on an individual's mental health (Bannink et al., 2014; Patchin and Hinduja, 2011) and self-esteem (Didden et al., 2009; Strøm et al., 2014). In this context, idol worship can be seen as a coping mechanism to help individuals restore self-esteem and achieve self-identity and emotional attachment after experiencing cyberbullying. This finding underscored the necessity of integrating anger management training into youth mental health programs, as teaching adolescents adaptive emotion-regulation strategies can disrupt the spillover of reactive anger into online conflicts, thereby reducing dual risks of cybervictimization and compensatory idolization.



Implications


Theoretical implications

Based on self-determination theory, this study suggests that maternal overprotection positively promotes idol worship, which validates and expands the application of self-determination theory to parenting and contributes to an in-depth understanding of the topic between adolescent idol worship and parenting. In addition, this study validated the cascading mediating effects of reactive anger and cybervictimization between maternal overprotection and idol worship. For the first time, reactive anger was incorporated into a self-deterministic framework, revealing that autonomy need deprivation triggers emotional responses that form a behavioral chain through hostile attributional bias, and refining the behavioral mechanism of self-recovery after an individual experiences cyberbullying. It is also worth noting that this study suggests that the “filial piety” ethic in collectivist cultures reinforces the association between maternal overprotection and idol worship, providing new evidence for the cross-cultural applicability of self-determination theory. Second, this study validates the mediating role of cybervictimization between maternal overprotection and idol worship, expanding attachment theory in a new dimension. Extending the study of attachment theory from real-life relationships to cyberspace, reveals how maternal overprotection works in conjunction with online risk to affect adolescent mental health. Finally, this study combines self-determination theory and attachment theory to propose a mediation model of interlocking, which involves psychological compensation for individuals' blocked intrinsic needs but also covers external risks caused by interpersonal relationship deficits, providing a more comprehensive theoretical support for understanding adolescent developmental problems with more comprehensive contents and broader perspectives.



Practical implications

The mechanism of maternal overprotection on adolescent idol worship reflects the important influence of family upbringing style on individual psychological development. This influence is of great significance in guiding the practice of family education and improving the psychological health of adolescents. Specifically, measures can be taken in the following three ways:


Family improvements: stepped exposure interventions

First, promoting parent-child communication and emotional support is crucial. Regular communication, listening to children's thoughts, and showing love help build trust and emotional bonds. Second, parents should establish healthy parent-child boundaries and respect their children's personal space and privacy to foster their independence and autonomy. Finally, parents can use the overprotective subscale in the localized Parenting Styles Scale (Yue et al., 1993) to identify overprotective behaviors like substitute decision-making. Self-intervention based on stepped exposure therapy (Chorpita et al., 2011) can be applied. For example, start by letting children organize study time, then gradually extends to social and vocational choices.



Emotion regulation training: cognitive—physiological—environmental support

Schools and social organizations can offer emotion management training, focusing on cognitive, physiological, and environmental aspects. This helps students understand and regulate emotions, and develop self- and emotional awareness.

First, school mental health programmes should introduce emotional granularity training (Kashdan et al., 2015). Students are taught to use precise words like “frustration” and “aggression” instead of general anger expressions. They also learn to distinguish between “hostile attributions” (e.g., “he deliberately humiliated me”) and “non-malicious attributions” (e.g., “he may not have understood the context”), effectively guiding adolescents to identify and manage emotions cognitively. Secondly, regarding physiological conditioning, schools can introduce the 8-week positive thinking programme designed by Tang et al. (2015) to focus on training students in “body scanning” and “awareness-reactivity” techniques. When triggered by anger, students learn to notice physical signs like clenched fists and shortness of breath without reacting. Meta-analyses have shown this boosts emotion regulation by 0.61 standard deviations (Goldberg et al., 2018). Finally, schools can hold “co-regulation of emotions” workshops. These help parents learn to respond properly to children's emotions. For instance, when kids are angry, parents should avoid negative or overprotective responses and use empathetic statements instead.



Cybervictimization prevention: platform-school joint prevention mechanism

Schools and families must boost youth cybersecurity education, covering proper net use, privacy safeguarding, and cyberbullying prevention. The Internet Information Office can create a cross-platform reporting system. Social platforms such as TikTok and Weibo should notify schools of major student-related cyberbullying within 24 h, building a “monitor-warn-handle-feedback” loop. Additionally, schools and social groups can provide psychological aid to cybervictimization youth. For example, school counseling centers can offer a 12-week cognitive processing therapy CPT (Resick et al., 2017), where victimization experiences are transformed into “survivor stories” through writing exercises (like “I was attacked, but supported by my friends”). Schools can also recruit students who have successfully navigated cyberbullying to form peer support communities to share strategies for coping with cyberbullying through regular salons.





Limitations and future research

Although this study conducted a preliminary exploration of the relationship between maternal overprotection, reactive anger, cybervictimization, and idol worship, there are still some limitations that need to be further improved and addressed in future research. First, in terms of the sample selection, the sample of this study is relatively homogeneous. The subjects in this study were a group of college students, ignoring the critical developmental stage of early adolescence (12–15 years old). Individuals at this stage are in a period of exploding need for autonomy and have the most intense conflict with mother's control. Idol worship behaviors tend to be more impulsive and emotionally attached. The response patterns of college students, who are already partially independent decision-makers, may weaken the actual intensity of the impact of overprotective behaviors. Future studies may consider expanding the sample to cover more age groups to verify the robustness and reliability of the findings. Second, future research can further test the universality of the theoretical framework by expanding the boundaries of disciplines. For example, we select fields significantly different from the current disciplines (for example, gender-balanced majors in humanities and social sciences or gender-unbalanced majors in science and engineering) to systematically investigate the moderating effect of group composition variables on research results. It is also important to note that the non-normal distribution of cybervictimization data may pose a challenge to statistical model assumptions. However, through statistical processing, the results of the study were proved to be reliable. Future studies can be further validated using larger samples or latent variable models. Third, in terms of measurement methodology, the risk of common methodological biases associated with self-reporting has not been effectively controlled. In addition, this study reduces the characteristic of “maternal overprotection” to a static trait and ignores its dynamic evolution, which is one-sided. In reality, family parenting styles may fluctuate in response to situational factors such as children's age and stressful school events, and this dynamic is difficult to capture in a cross-sectional design. Future studies could adopt a longitudinal tracking design to follow the developmental changes of the research participants, such as capturing the fluctuation patterns of mother's controlling behaviors and idol worship intensity through dynamic monitoring, with special attention to the conditions of mechanism activation after stressful events such as exam weeks and family conflicts to gain a deeper understanding of the causal relationships between maternal overprotection, reactive anger, cybervictimization, and idol worship. Finally, China's fertility policy has shifted from encouraging family planning to a two-child policy, which means that family outcomes in China are changing or have changed. Unlike in the past when there were mostly only children, more and more families now have at least two children. Hu et al. (2018) found that in one-child families, parents adopt parenting styles that aim to make their children independent. However, we do not know whether the parenting styles adopted by Chinese families will change as the family structure shifts. This also deserves to be the focus of future research.
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