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Abstract: While previous studies have investigated the influence of new media on mental health,
little is known about its effects on the mental health of married women. This is a crucial research
area, given that married women commonly encounter distinct mental health difficulties. Also,
current research fails to provide comprehensive, population-based studies, with most relying on
cross-sectional designs. Therefore, this study aimed to investigate the relationship between new
media use and mental health among married women in China, utilizing a nationally representative
longitudinal dataset. We utilized a balanced panel dataset from 2016 to 2020 to establish a causal
connection between internet use and the mental health of these women. Our findings indicate that
internet use has a positive impact on the mental health of married women in China. Additionally,
a structural estimation model (SEM) with 2020 wave data was utilized to investigate various new
media use effects and explore mediating pathways of marital satisfaction. Consistently, there were
negative findings between new media use, marital satisfaction, and depression. Furthermore, it
was determined that new media usage had a significant negative impact on married women’s
overall satisfaction with their spouses” housework contribution, which, in turn, negatively affected
marital satisfaction as a whole. The pathways that mediate the effect of marital satisfaction on
depression differ across general internet use, streaming media use, and WeChat use. Examining
various theoretical perspectives, we interpreted the indirect impact of new media use on mental
health through marital satisfaction as passive mediation.

Keywords: depression; new media use; marital satisfaction; married women; mental health

1. Introduction

Improving women’s well-being not only benefits household welfare, but also pro-
motes sustainable social development. Existing literature has documented that women’s
subjective well-being is declining and the new gender gap continues, with men having
higher subjective well-being [1,2]. Statistically, the World Health Organization’s 2023 report
suggests that an estimated 5% of adults worldwide suffer from depression, with women
being more frequently affected than men [3]. When assessing the mental health of women,
commonly considered factors include age, marital status, family relationships, education,
career development, physical condition, and life events. However, the impact of new media
usage, utilization of digital media and platforms distinct from traditional media, on the
mental well-being of married women remains under-investigated.

By 2022, it is estimated that there will be 5.3 billion internet users worldwide, which
represents 66% of the global population. As of 2022, social media has reached 3.96 billion
users and continues to increase due to the growth of mobile device usage and mobile social
networks in previously underserved markets [4]. Social media has become increasingly
integrated into our experiences of family life. There have been qualitative changes in family
relationships. However, the conclusions drawn from the research are inconsistent [5-8].
While there has been an increase in social media research, limited attention has been
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given to the impact on the health and family relationships of married women. This
population is exceptionally susceptible to mental health challenges. This paper aims
to investigate the relationship between the utilization of new media and mental health
among married women, filling the knowledge gap, and evaluate mediating effects via the
marital relationship.

Married women can utilize the internet for acquiring information and gaining social
support, particularly during the pregnancy and postpartum periods [9,10]. Social media
platforms offer the opportunity for married women to not only engage in personal leisure
but also cultivate a sense of belonging while achieving professional success [11]. The
study conducted by Schade et al. revealed that the use of information technology can
heighten intimacy and overall satisfaction in relationships [12]. However, exposure to
social media content has been linked to an increase in social comparison, which in turn has
been associated with feelings of jealousy or lower perceived self-efficacy, ultimately leading
to depressive symptoms [13-15]. Furthermore, McDaniel and Coyne have found that social
media use can negatively impact intimacy and lower relationship satisfaction [16], while
Coyne and colleagues report that video games can be a source of conflict and aggression
among couples [17]. Previous investigations have often utilized cross-sectional designs
or small sample sizes, which impede the capacity to establish causal relationships and
generalize findings to broader populations [8]. To date, there is a significant dearth of
longitudinal studies examining the influence of new media usage on married women. Our
study advances knowledge by using nationally representative panel data for plausible
causal inference and by addressing concerns about bidirectional correlation.

Note that the quality of marital relationships is a key factor to consider among married
women. Our study is also innovative in exploring the intricate role of marital quality as
a mediator in the relationship between new media use and the mental health of married
women. Previous research has shown that the internet can disrupt marital boundaries
and introduce distractions [18-20]. On the other hand, online communication, leisure, and
entertainment activities have demonstrated potential in alleviating individual psychological
stress, reducing conflicts within marriages, and enhancing marital satisfaction [21-23].
While existing research studies have provided valuable insights, they frequently draw
inconsistent conclusions and have rarely explored various aspects of marital quality. This
study examines the mediating role of marital quality and assesses two specific facets:
satisfaction with spousal contributions to the economic and housework domains. Thus, this
study contributes to a better understanding of the complex interplay among new media
usage, marital quality, and mental health in this population.

Using a balanced panel dataset from 2016 to 2020, we identified an arguably causal
relationship between internet use and depression among married women in China. Our
results indicate that overall, internet use leads to lower levels of depression. Specifically, we
found that internet users were less likely to experience depressive symptoms when com-
pared to non-users. This finding can be interpreted by the uses and gratification theory [24].
Then, we adopted cross-sectional research designs and used the latest wave of 2020 to
examine the impact of various new media platforms on changes in marital satisfaction and
the mediating effects on depression levels. Strong evidence indicates that new media use
corresponds with a direct and negative effect on depression levels, consistent with fixed-
effect estimates. However, this effect does not alleviate depression through improvements
in marital quality. We even discovered a passive mediating effect of new media use on
mental health through lowering satisfaction towards spousal housework contribution, one
of the main perspectives determining overall marital quality. Time displacement theory [16],
changes in gender ideology [25], and changes in marriage expectations [26,27] are three
potential explanations for this impactful mediator. All potentially lead married women
to anticipate that their husbands will share more household chores. According to the
marital discord theory [28], lower levels of spousal satisfaction indirectly cause concerns
about depression.
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2. Theoretical Background
2.1. New Media and Mental Well-Being

Over the past two decades, an increasing number of studies have investigated the
relationship between new media use and subjective well-being, producing inconclusive
findings [29-31]. Theoretically, the displacement hypothesis, which posits that time spent
on one medium substitutes time spent on others, has been employed to explain the negative
relationship between internet use and effects on subjective well-being [29]. Intensive
internet use for communication displaces face-to-face interaction, leading to negative
outcomes such as enhanced social isolation and decreased opportunities for social support
and integration [32-34]. By contrast, the replacement hypothesis put forth by Gosling
and Mason contends that internet usage has the potential to replace face-to-face social
support and enhance overall well-being, especially for individuals with limited social
abilities in face-to-face interactions or those residing in geographically isolated areas (such
as immigrants or those who live far away from family and friends) [35]. This concept is
partly supported by a collection of longitudinal studies that show loneliness leading to
heightened internet usage, rather than the opposite [30,35].

Empirically, certain behaviors, such as cyberbullying and engaging in social com-
parisons, on social media are found to be associated with the development of depressive
symptoms, particularly in young adults [36-39]. Paez et al. found insignificant relation-
ships between internet use and subjective well-being after imposing multivariate controls
in a longitudinal study [40]. Similarly, Jiang and Ngien found that Instagram use did not
directly increase social anxiety [41]. The positive effects of internet use on mental health
can be attributed to media coping, wherein online activities can alleviate stress-induced
negative emotions by distracting from stressful encounters or allowing people to vent
emotions [42—44]. Additionally, media literacy and education serve as valuable resources
for individuals to enhance their well-being through better media navigation. By acquiring
critical thinking skills and comprehending the possible impact of media on emotions and
behaviors, individuals can make healthier and more knowledgeable decisions regarding
their media consumption [45,46]. For example, the problematic effects of smartphone use
can be alleviated via its educational purpose, ultimately promoting the well-being of young
users [47].

In conclusion, it is essential to thoroughly consider the specific internet usage needs of
individuals and provide more attention to married women. The majority of studies in this
field have primarily focused on the general population or specific demographic groups,
such as college students or adolescents [48,49]. However, there is inadequate research
available concerning the female population. For instance, a recent study analyzed female
residents in Egyptian villages and reported a significant negative correlation between
addiction to Facebook and emotional regulation [50].

2.2. Marriage Quality and Mental Health of Women

The mental well-being of women is intricately tied to the benefits and challenges that
arise from their familial and intimate roles. According to the marital discord model of
depression, the risk of depression is significantly increased if the individual experiences
marital discord or dissatisfaction [28]. This particular model asserts that marital discord or
dissatisfaction can result in the decline of adaptive behaviors and an increase in negative
behaviors, ultimately leading to depression. In distressed marriages, spouses often experi-
ence decreased levels of social support within their relationships, leading to a greater risk
of depression. Coyne’s interpersonal theory of depression aligns with this perspective [51].

Distressed relationships often show increased levels of hostility, which predicts de-
pression. Fincham et al. discovered gender-specific causal pathways in the correlation
between depression and marital satisfaction through empiricism [52]. Causal paths from
depression to marital satisfaction emerged among men, while among women it was in the
opposite direction of marital satisfaction to depression. Recent research consistently shows
that marital distress is a significant predictor of depressive symptoms [53-58]. Low marital
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satisfaction is a significant risk factor for depression, as observed in China [59]. Whisman
et al. utilized the meta-framework of research triangulation by examining correlational,
genetically informed, and intervention research on the link between relationship distress
and depression [60]. Their extensive analysis has led to the conclusion that the current
research body provides evidence supporting the assertion that relationship quality is a
causal risk factor for depression.

The prevailing literature consistently argues that lower marital satisfaction is a pre-
dictor of higher levels of depression in married women. Moreover, this study anticipated
significant correlation between higher marital quality and improved mental health condi-
tions. To our knowledge, prior research has focused mainly on overall marital quality and
has not thoroughly investigated various dimensions of marital satisfaction from the per-
spective of both spouses. This study fills this gap by analyzing the mechanisms underlying
marital satisfaction and distinguishing between satisfaction related to a spouse’s economic
contribution and their assistance with housework.

2.3. New Media and Marital Satisfaction

The impact of information technology, especially social media, on marital relationships
has gained significant attention. Previous studies concentrated on female participants in
college environments [61] but there has been a shift towards investigating how interactive
technologies affect the dynamics of relationships between married couples.

This avenue of research has predominantly explored the challenges arising from tech-
nology use within marriages, encompassing issues like boundaries and distractions. For
instance, studies have delved into topics such as how technology disrupts relationship
boundaries [18-20] and causes distractions within the marital context [16,62-65]. Social
media platforms like Facebook may decrease relationship satisfaction by displaying al-
ternative romantic prospects and redirecting emotional investment from the committed
relationship [66-68]. A study conducted on 143 women who were either married or co-
habiting indicated that a majority of participants felt that technology devices, including
computers, cellphones, smartphones, and TVs, frequently disrupted their interactions
with their partners, such as during leisure time, conversations, and mealtimes. The study
found that those who faced a greater number of technology interferences also reported
experiencing higher levels of conflict over technology usage, lower relationship satisfaction,
more depressive symptoms, and lower life satisfaction [16]. Yang and colleagues discov-
ered that engaging in conversations with strangers online significantly decreased marital
satisfaction in China [23]. Another study conducted in China revealed that broadband
internet subscription had a strong positive impact on divorce rates in regions with low
education levels, as well as in areas with higher income growth rates [69].

However, according to Yang et al., the use of the internet can improve marital satis-
faction significantly. Against the backdrop of population mobility, the internet has been
proven to increase the frequency of communication between geographically separated
couples. Meanwhile, engaging in leisure and entertainment activities online can alleviate
individual psychological stress, enrich cultural and spiritual lives, and promote a more
positive emotional state. A similar study utilizing data from the Chinese Family Panel
Studies (CFPS) indicated that utilization of the internet as a new media information access
channel promotes marital satisfaction. The effect is more significant for young and middle-
aged couples compared with elderly couples and more pronounced for urban couples
compared with rural couples [21]. These internet-based activities predicted connection
with family and friends, social support, and subsequently improved marital satisfaction,
reduced marital conflicts, and better well-being for new mothers [22].

Interactive technologies have a dual effect for couples, as they promote connection
while also causing distractions. These technologies provide the convenience for couples to
communicate seamlessly even when apart. However, this very convenience may result in
distractions that divert attention from crucial interactions between partners. A qualitative
study examined the perception of couples towards interactive technology, such as cell
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phones, the internet, and social networking sites, in relation to their marital relationships.
The study revealed the complex interplay between technology and relationships [70]. The
study innovates by investigating the relationships between new media, spousal economic
and housework contribution, marital satisfaction, and the mental health of married women
in China.

3. Method
3.1. Study Design and Empirical Sample

Our study utilized data from the CFPS, a biennial panel survey of Chinese residents
that is nationally representative [71]. The survey, which was launched in 2010, employed a
multi-stage stratified sampling procedure with implicit stratification. Data from the latest
wave, collected after July 2020, was used in our analysis. Our objective was to provide
evidence for a plausible causal effect of internet use on the mental health of married women,
using clear, concise language and a logical structure. A high-dimensional fixed-effect model
was utilized to address endogenous issues arising from unobserved characteristics such
as individual personality and bidirectional correlation. The analysis incorporated data
from the most recent three waves, spanning from 2016 to 2020, and focused on commonly
surveyed factors. A balanced panel dataset of 7068 married women was created using
individual unique identification numbers.

After establishing the fundamental relationship, we utilized structural equation mod-
eling (SEM) to examine the mechanism of the impact of internet use on depression. In
the 2020 wave of CFPS, richer information was surveyed. For instance, respondents were
queried about their specific social media use and gave input on their satisfaction with their
spouse. Marital quality survey questions were not posed in 2016. Thus, the study utilized
data from the 2020 CFPS wave to investigate the mediating influence of marital satisfaction
on the association between married females” mental well-being and several forms of new
media use. The sample for the study included 8073 married women.

3.2. Dependent Variable

Depression was measured using the Center for Epidemiologic Studies Depression
Scale (CES-D) [72]. From 2016 to 2020, the comprehensive 20-item CES-D measure was
administered. Participants were asked to rate how often they experienced symptoms
associated with depression over the past week, such as restless sleep, loss of interest, and
feeling lonely. Listed in this inventory are questions centered on emotional and mental
state, including instances of unusual discomfort or lack of response to typical stimuli, poor
appetite, inability to overcome negative feelings even with external support, difficulty
focusing, depression, happiness, enjoyment of life, crying, sadness, and lack of motivation.
Responses ranged from 1 to 4: 1 (not once or never), 2 (sometimes, 1-2 days), 3 (often,
3—4 days), and 4 (most of the time, 6-7 days). Responses ranged from 1 to 4, where
1 represented never, and 4 represented most of the time. Positive items were reversed,
and the scores of all items were summed to measure the level of depression, with higher
scores indicating higher levels of depression. The Cronbach’s & was approximately 0.95 for
each year, and the Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin measure of sampling adequacy in the 2020 wave
was 0.985.

3.3. Interested Explanatory Variables

Internet use. We used a dichotomous variable to measure whether respondents use
the internet: 1 (use the internet either via mobile or computer) and 0 (never use). The 2020
wave of CFPS surveyed whether respondents used WeChat (a multi-purpose social media,
messaging, and payment application) last year, and whether respondents used streaming
media (including short video platforms such as Kuaishou, Douyin, Weishi, and Douyin,
etc.) last week. Thus, we further created WeChat use and Stream media use, 1 (use) and
0 (never use).
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3.4. Mediating Variables

Marital satisfaction. Three variables were used to assess marital satisfaction: Overall
marital satisfaction, Satisfaction towards spousal housework contribution and towards
spousal economic contribution. Respondents were asked “Are you satisfied with your
overall marital relationship, with your spouse’s economic contribution to the family, with
your spouse’s contribution in terms of sharing housework?” Respondents chose an answer
from 1 (very unsatisfied) to 5 (very satisfied). Correspondingly, three ordinal variables
are constructed.

3.5. Covariates

Following the existing literature, we include a range of demographic characteristics:
gender (1 = male, 0 = female), place of residence (1 = urban, 0 = rural), perceived social status
(score 1-5 from the lowest to the highest), age (in years), years of schooling and self-rated
health status (score 1-5, from the worst to the best). In all the estimations, we controlled for
age, residential area, social status, education attainment, and health condition.

4. Empirical Results and Discussion
4.1. Identify the Nature of Effect of Internet Use on Mental Health of Married Women

Table 1 reports the descriptive statistics of the total observations in the panel data. The
average age of respondents was 48.5 years old. 74% lived in rural areas and 47.6% used the
internet. Around 11% of this population had higher education certification. The average
score of depression indicator is 33.72 for all married women. The fixed effect estimations
are presented in Table 2. Each column represented one single regression and only estimates
of interested were reported.

Table 1. Statistics Summary of 20162020 Married Women Sample.

Variable Obs. Mean Std. Devw. Min Max
Depression 19,929 33.719 8.101 20 72
Internet Use (1, Yes; 0, No) 19,929 0.476 0.499 0 1
Age 19,929 48.543 13.409 16 87
Residentials (Rural = 1; Urban = 0) 19,929 0.744 0.437 0 1
Health Condition (1-5)

1. Poor 19,929 0.191 0.393 0 1

2. Fair 19,929 0.157 0.363 0 1

3. Good 19,929 0.401 0.490 0 1

4. Very Good 19,929 0.139 0.346 0 1

5. Excellent 19,929 0.112 0.316 0 1

Economic Social Status: Lowest-Highest 1-5 in local areas

1. the Lowest 19,929 0.090 0.286 0 1

2 19,929 0.157 0.364 0 1

3 19,929 0.458 0.498 0 1

4 19,929 0.172 0.377 0 1

5. the highest 19,929 0.123 0.328 0 1
Schooling Years 19,929 7.150 4.829 0 19

Note: all females married with spouse were followed from 20162020 CFPS.

Fixed effects regressions predicted within-person change before and after internet use,
partialling out the individual-level unobserved contaminations. According to the estimates
in Table 2, internet use was significantly and negatively associated with depression of mar-
ried women, B = —0.513, SE = 0.172, p < 0.001, before controlling for covariates; B = —0.475,
SE =0.170, p < 0.001, after controlling for covariates. Internet use, in general, contributed to
a higher level of welfare among married women.
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Table 2. The Effect of Internet Use on Depression of Married Females Estimated from a Longitudinal
Dataset.

Dependent Variable (1) (V)
Depression Depression
Internet —0.513 *** —0.475 ***
(0.172) (0.170)
Constant 33.303 *** —4.967
(0.091) (9.886)
Controls No Yes
Fixed Effects Yes Yes
N 19,929 19,929
R? 0.651 0.660

Note: Individual and time fixed effects are controlled, while covariates include age, age squared, residentials,
education attainment, health condition and social status. Robust standard errors are clustered to individual level
and reported in parentheses. *** p < 0.01.

Although the existing literature documented complex results of internet use’s effects
on well-being, our finding showed that the benefits of internet use, in general, outweigh its
costs for Chinese married women. Social, leisure and entertainment activities conducted
online can, to some extent, alleviate individual psychological stress, enrich people’s cultural
and spiritual lives, and promote a more positive emotional state [23]. Chinese married
women generally are occupied by family duties which make them live in a socially limited
environment. The virtual community provides them space to communicate, entertain, win
social support and release from role burden. The results can be supported by the uses and
gratification theory [24] and positive suggestions of the placement theory. Internet can
enable married women as individuals or members of their families as well as communities
to increase control over the determinants of their mental health and thereby be in a position
to improve their health status and health outcomes.

4.2. SEM Analyses of Mediating Effects of Marital Satisfaction

Table 3 reported the descriptive statistics of the sample of 2020 CFPS. There were
8073 married females at ages of 17 to 87. Around 72% of them were rural residents. Their
average schooling year of education was 8, junior high education. The average score of
depression index was 33.89, for all married women. Compared with satisfaction level
of spousal economic contribution, evaluation of spousal housework contribution was
significantly lower. Whereas, the level of overall marital satisfaction was higher than both
observed marital perspectives, with an average score of 4.33.

Next, we analyzed the mediating effects of marital satisfaction with SEM (Figure 1)
and maximum likelihood estimation method was used. The model fit indices show good
fit: x> = 83.14, df = 6, CFI = 0.992, TLI = 0.958, RMSEA = 0.04, SRMR = 0.011. Internet use
has a direct negative effect on depression, B = —0.075, p = 0.001, 95% CI = [—0.101, —0.049].
All three measures of marital satisfaction significantly and negatively predicted depres-
sion. Overall marital satisfaction significantly lowers the likelihood of being depressed,
B = —0.156, p = 0.001, 95% CI = [-0.181, —0.131]. The two perspectives showed similar
patterns with lower magnitude. These findings are consistent with the marital discord
theory. Internet use was negatively associated with satisfaction towards spousal house-
work contribution, B = —0.068, p < 0.001, 95% CI = [-0.096, —0.041], while its effects
on satisfaction towards economic contribution as well as the overall marital satisfaction
were insignificant.
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Table 3. Statistics Summary of Married Women in 2020.

Variables Obs. Mean SD Min Max
Age 8073 48.010 13.855 17 87
Rural Residents (Rural,1; Urban,0) 8073 0.720 0.449 0 1
Schooling Years 8073 7.676 4.932 0 22
Health Condition (1-5)
1. Poor 8073 0.120 0.32 0 1
2. Fair 8073 0.145 0.35 0 1
3. Good 8073 0.440 0.50 0 1
4. Very Good 8073 0.119 0.32 0 1
5. Excellent 8073 0.176 0.38 0 1
Economic Social Status: Lowest-Highest 1-5 in local areas
1. the Lowest 8073 0.073 0.260 0 1
2 8073 0.145 0.352 0 1
3 8073 0.465 0.499 0 1
4 8073 0.180 0.385 0 1
5. the highest 8073 0.136 0.343 0 1
Overall Marital Satisfaction (1-5, the least satisfaction to the highest satisfaction)
1. very unsatisfied 8073 0.016 0.125 0 1
2. unsatisfied 8073 0.024 0.152 0 1
3. fair 8073 0.152 0.359 0 1
4. satisfied 8073 0.231 0.422 0 1
5. very satisfied 8073 0.577 0.494 0 1
Satisfaction towards Spouse” Economic Contribution (1-5)
1. very unsatisfied 8073 0.027 0.164 0 1
2. unsatisfied 8073 0.042 0.200 0 1
3. fair 8073 0.193 0.395 0 1
4. satisfied 8073 0.230 0.421 0 1
5. very satisfied 8073 0.507 0.500 0 1
Satisfaction towards Spouse” Housework Contribution (1-5)
1. very unsatisfied 8073 0.061 0.240 0 1
2. unsatisfied 8073 0.087 0.282 0 1
3. fair 8073 0.224 0.417 0 1
4. satisfied 8073 0.211 0.408 0 1
5. very satisfied 8073 0.416 0.493 0 1
Internet Use (Yes, 1; No, 0) 8073 0.598 0.490 0 1
Stream Media Use (Yes, 1; No, 0) 8073 0.480 0.500 0 1
WeChat Use (Yes, 1; No, 0) 8073 0.585 0.493 0 1
Depression 8073 33.889 8.191 22 72

Satisfaction towards

Spouse’ Economic
Contribution
0.442%*

-0.086***

-0.006 \ Marital

/7 Satisfaction

0.003

Internet ok i
Use / -0.075 Depression

0,068+ 0.271%+

-0.044***

Satisfaction towards
Spouse’ Housework
Contribution

Figure 1. Mediating Effects of Factors related to Marital Quality. Note: *** p < 0.01.

Meanwhile, both perspectives of satisfaction towards spouse significantly contributed
to higher level of overall marital evaluation and further contributed to better mental health
condition. Among the two perspectives, spousal economic contribution was relatively more
important than the housework contribution in determining overall marital satisfaction
(B =0.44 vs. B = 0.27). Similarly, the spousal economic contribution was relatively more
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important than the housework contribution in lowering depression level (B = —0.086 vs.
B =—0.044).

The SEM results of our study also supported the validity of the marital discord model
of depression in China, a large and collectivistic society. Consequently, these results, when
considered in the context of the studies in Brazil [73] and Singapore [74], provide support
for the “etic” perspective on marital satisfaction and depressive symptoms. This perspective
posits that marital distress serves as a substantial predictor of depressive symptoms in
both individualistic and collectivistic societies. In essence, marital distress consistently
emerges as a risk factor for the development of depressive symptoms across different
cultural contexts.

Model coefficients of interested reported in the path diagram are standardized. Robust
model fit indices: N = 8073, x> = 83.06 df = 5, CFI = 0.992 TLI = 0.949, RMSEA = 0.04,
SRMR =0.011. Covariates among mediators are considered. * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01,
***p <0.001. MS1 = Satisfaction towards Spouse” Economic Contribution, MS2 = Satis-
faction towards Spouse” Housework Contribution.

Model coefficients reported in the path diagram are standardized. Robust model fit in-
dices: N = 8073, x? =81.73 df = 5, CFI = 0.992 TLI = 0.950, RMSEA = 0.04, SRMR = 0.011. Co-
variates among mediators are considered. * p <0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001. MS1 = Satisfaction
towards Spouse’ Economic Contribution, MS2 = Satisfaction towards Spouse” House-
work Contribution.

Model coefficients reported in the path diagram are standardized. Robust model fit in-
dices: N = 8073, x* = 82.2 df = 5, CFI = 0.992 TLI = 0.949, RMSEA = 0.044, SRMR = 0.011. Co-
variates among mediators are considered. * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p <0.001. MS1 = Satisfaction
towards Spouse’ Economic Contribution, MS2 = Satisfaction towards Spouse” House-
work Contribution.

Alternatively, we used alternative new media platforms to make empirical analyses.
The results are presented in Figures 2 and 3. Similar conclusions are found when we use
WeChat use or Stream media use as the key explanatory variable, respectively. The direct
effect of streaming media use was significantly smaller than that of WeChat use (B = —0.049
vs. B=—0.075).

Satisfaction towards

Spouse’ Economic
Contribution
0.442%**

-0.088***
-0.005 Satisfaction 0157
Stream .
Media / -0.049*** Depression
-0.060%*** 0.271*** /
-0.042%+
Satisfaction towards /
Spouse’ Housework

Contribution

Figure 2. Alternative measure with Stream media use. Note: *** p < 0.01.

At last, we analyzed the indirect effects of new media with bootstrapping (replications
1000). Although Internet use has insignificant indirect effects on depression through
marriage satisfaction, B = 0.005, p = 0.223, it has significant total effects on depression
B = —0.071, p < 0.001. Internet use indirectly affects overall marital satisfaction through
satisfaction toward spouse’s housework contribution, B = —0.016, p < 0.1. The insignificant
indirect effects through marital satisfaction on depression could be attributed to the different
effects caused by various internet use. Further analysis on the use of streaming media and
WeChat yields a more detailed and nuanced understanding in this regard.
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Satisfaction towards

Spouse’ Economic
Contribution
-0.442%**

-0.087***
0.001 Marital
: : —
01003 Satisfaction -0.156++
Wechat -0.075*** Depression
0.070%+ 0.271%**

-0.044%**

Satisfaction towards
Spouse’ Housework
Contribution

Figure 3. Alternative measure with WeChat use. Note: *** p < 0.01.

Stream media use has a significant indirect effect on depression, B = 0.009, p < 0.01, and
its total effect on depression is significantly negative, B = —0.040, p < 0.01. This suggests that
using streaming media negatively affects the marital satisfaction, which leads to positive
association with depression via the indirect route. Specifically, streaming media use is
significantly associated with lower marital satisfaction regarding spousal housework con-
tribution, which indirectly contributes to the lower overall marital satisfaction, B = —0.05,
p < 0.01. This supports the time displacement hypothesis, suggesting that watching short
videos may consume additional time that could have been allocated to housework. Conse-
quently, this could result in conflicts related to the distribution of household tasks, whereas
the total effect is mainly attributed to the negative direct effects on depression, B = —0.049,
p < 0.001. Streaming media often offer a diverse range of entertainment content; such media
enjoyment could alleviate the negative emotions [75].

WeChat use has an insignificant indirect effect on depression through marriage satis-
faction, B = 0.005, p = 0.111, while its total effect on depression is significant, B = —0.070,
p < 0.001. Similarly, WeChat use indirectly affects overall marital satisfaction via spousal
housework contribution, B = —0.018, p < 0.05. The distinct patterns of indirect effects on
depression associated with the use of streaming media and WeChat indicate the need to
consider the specific ways in which individuals utilize the internet.

5. Discussion

According to the existing literature, personality factors, health, religious commitment
and spirituality, and socio-economic attributes such as income and financial and employ-
ment status are the most focusing determinants of subjective well-being [76]. Our results
support that new information technology can serve as a new channel for helping married
women enhance their mental health. Based on the fixed-effect estimates and the direct
associations between internet use (streaming media use/WeChat use) and depression indi-
cators, new media use demonstrates a significant negative effect on reducing depression.
This is consistent with previous evidence suggesting that online communication, leisure,
education, and entertainment activities have shown the potential to alleviate individual
psychological stress [23,42]. Also, consistent with previous findings, marital satisfaction
showed significant negative effects on depression.

However, we did not find significant and strong evidence to support that this path-
way can work through marriage. In fact, married women who use the internet exhibit
significantly lower satisfaction towards spousal housework contribution. Satisfaction in
spousal housework contribution, in general, constitutes a main component of the overall
marital quality. Social media, to some extent, affects marriage quality through this channel
indirectly and further influences the mental health of married females.

One potential reason is that the abundance of information/time on social media may
also lead to time displacement, where the time spent on virtual interactions replaces time
that could have been spent with one’s partner or on housework. This concept is rooted in
the idea that time is limited and non-expandable, suggesting a trade-off between virtual
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and real-world relationships. McDanie & Coyne studied 143 married /cohabiting women
and showed that the majority of participants perceived that technology devices (such as
computers, cell or smartphones, or TV) frequently interrupted their interactions, such as
couple leisure time, conversations, and mealtimes, with their partners [16]. The internet
offers an array of ever-evolving computer-mediated communication platforms that allow
individuals to connect with casual, professional, and romantic interests. It lowers their
satisfaction towards spousal contribution to housework. In China, the top two social media
platforms widely used are WeChat and Douyin (TikTok). The dominant function of WeChat is
for communication and social interaction, while the latter platform is for entertainment and
information. In 2022, the average daily usage time of users of Douyin is around 144 min,
and the average number of user visits per day reaches about 20 times. Watching short
videos displaces the time spent on relationship enhancing activities as well as time on
housework. Resentment and dissatisfaction might be raised and lead to family conflicts. As
presented in Figures 2 and 3, the magnitudes of the direct effects of new media implicitly
suggest that social interaction or communication are more likely to contribute to better
welfare of married females.

A second potential reason is related to the changes in gender ideology. Nontraditional
wives tended to report lower levels of marital quality [25,77,78]. Role conflict or role
burden has been considered as a major source of stress for women expecting to combine
work outside the home with that of family duties. Internet use can effectively mitigate
discriminatory attitudes against females in the labor market and traditional gender norms
in China [2]. While the female labor participation rate keeps increasing and the traditional
division of labor within the family has gradually weakened due to information technology,
married women are likely to expect their husbands to share more housework. We observed
that social media use is not significantly related to the level of satisfaction with husbands’
economic contribution, but is significantly related to a lower level of satisfaction with
husbands’ household contribution. Somehow, the findings accorded to social changes
in China.

In addition, social media use provides platforms for individuals to communicate with
other users either privately or publicly. Fake identities or “the virtual perfect one” can
cultivate perceptions or behaviors that facilitate behaviors that can be destructive to offline
primary relationships [79]. Raised expectations toward a partner can lead to a higher level
of dissatisfaction towards an offline spouse. Research has also shown a strong positive
correlation between time spent on social media, particularly Facebook, and feelings of
jealousy [80]. This relationship between jealousy and commitment aligns with the notion
that more committed individuals are likely to experience stronger feelings of jealousy. It
increases the dissatisfaction towards spouses. The intertwining of commitment and jealousy
highlights the intricate dynamics between technology use and marital relationships.

These perspectives offer potential insights into the detrimental impact of social media
on marital satisfaction. It is important to note that the passive mediating pathway leading
to depression may vary in intensity depending on the specific social media platforms used.
Therefore, further research is needed to explore the unique features and effects of different
types of social media with more comprehensive measurements.

6. Limitations and Future Perspectives

We used the wide-ranging national representation afforded by CFPS to arrive at gen-
eral conclusions in our study. However, we acknowledge certain restrictions arising from
the survey design. Our measurements, especially those concerning internet usage, were
relatively limited. For example, we utilized an indicator to establish whether respon-
dents used the internet or not, as finer-grained data such as usage frequencies or specific
functional purposes were lacking. To enhance understanding of the dynamics at play, a
more comprehensive assessment of marital satisfaction that encompasses various factors
is advisable. Additionally, incorporating nuanced measures on how new media use can
influence relationships between married couples would offer insight into the underlying
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mechanisms. To bolster the robustness of our findings, future research should consider
adopting these recommendations and including more comprehensive measurements.

While this study employed panel data to provide causal inference, the SEM analysis
relied solely on 2020 data. Future research should incorporate longitudinal designs to
capture dynamic changes and provide greater understanding of the evolving correlation
between new media use and marital satisfaction. Additionally, experimental studies can be
implemented to distinguish the combined effects of new media use. For example, further
research could explore whether excessive time spent online reduces the opportunities for
activities that enhance relationships, potentially leading to conflicts in familial roles.

Additionally, it is important to note that this study primarily drew data from China,
and our findings can contribute to understanding the relationships in East Asian countries
with similar social and cultural contexts. But the generalizability to western countries may
be limited. Cultural, social, and economic factors may significantly impact the applicability
of these research conclusions in different regions and countries. To increase the external
validity of our research and provide a more thorough comprehension of the factors affect-
ing women'’s well-being, future studies should incorporate comparative analysis across
multiple countries. Cultural context analysis can also be employed to elucidate the impact
of cultural elements on the observed outcomes.

7. Conclusions and Implications

Our study delves into the intricate relationship between internet use, mental health,
and marital quality among married women in China. Compared to the existing literature,
we employed rigorous methodology by a longitudinal study through fixed-effects estima-
tions for suggestive causal inference and using structural equation modeling to investigate
the underlying mechanism. Our findings show that new media use in general supports
married women’s mental health. Furthermore, new media use is negatively associated
with satisfaction towards spousal housework contribution, but insignificant on satisfaction
towards spousal economic contribution, two perspectives significantly associated with
overall marital satisfaction. The findings bear significant implications for various aspects
of individual and societal well-being.

Understanding the potential impact of new media use on marital satisfaction can
inform interventions and strategies aimed at enhancing well-being in marital relationships.
Therapists can include digital well-being components in counseling sessions to assist
couples in navigating media consumption and improving their connection. Couples should
be urged to openly communicate about their media use and its effects on their relationship.
Balancing both online and offline activities is crucial to maintain healthy relationships.
The study’s outcomes can assist individuals and professionals in the process of making
well-informed decisions and implementing effective strategies to promote fulfilling and
healthier marital relationships in the era of digital technology. Policymakers can refer to
the research while formulating guidelines and regulations regarding media consumption.
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