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Abstract: The COVID-19 pandemic placed significant strains on daily life, particularly af-
fecting vulnerable groups such as rural-to-urban young migrant workers. Based on General
Strain Theory (GST), these pandemic-related strains lead to delinquent copings, including
excessive Internet use. However, the association between pandemic-related challenges
faced by migrant youth and their digital copings has yet to be investigated. GST also posits
that some conditioning factors, such as conventional beliefs, internal resilience and life
satisfaction, might serve as protective factors, which can help to alleviate the disruptive
consequences of the pandemic-related strains. Utilizing the fourth sweep of International
Self-Report Delinquency Survey (ISRD4) in China comprising 769 working migrant adoles-
cents aged 16 to 19, who did not attend high school, the present study examines variations
in pandemic-related strains, frequent use of the Internet for gaming and social media,
and their associations. In addition, this study investigates the moderating effect of three
protective factors: conventional beliefs, internal resilience and life satisfaction. Results
indicated that economic strain, information strain and health-related strain significantly
influenced digital coping strategies, with notable gender differences. Conventional beliefs
served as a significant moderator for males, while life satisfaction played a more significant
moderating role for females. Relevant policy implications are then discussed.

Keywords: migrant worker; Chinese adolescents; general strain theory; internet use

1. Introduction

The sudden onset of the Covid-19 pandemic and the implementation of restrictive
policies have dramatically altered people’s daily routines. Worldwide studies showed that
the changes brought about by pandemic significantly elevated stress-related experiences
to unprecedented levels (Gloster et al., 2020; C. Wang et al., 2020). Rising infection rates,
death tolls, business closures, travel restrictions, and the shift to working from home have
all contributed to increased stress (K. L. Newman et al., 2022).

Exposure to multiple pandemic-related strains has an adverse impact on people’s
mental health (Sebastiao et al., 2023), increasing anxiety, depression and loneliness (Elmer
et al., 2020; J. Gao et al., 2020). Beyond the virus itself, financial insecurity, occupational
difficulties, life instability and limited resources are all pandemic-driven stressors that
harm mental health (Pearlin & Bierman, 2013). However, these pandemic-related strains
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do not impact all social groups equally. Some people are more vulnerable and face greater
difficulty in recovering from such adversities.

Adolescents are among the most vulnerable groups during health crises. Due to the
ongoing development in brain, behavioral and cognitive systems, adolescence is a period
of high vulnerability (Steinberg, 2005). Not surprisingly, most studies in China observed
increased strains and deterioration in adolescents” mental health during the pandemic
(Caoetal.,, 2022; S. Wu et al., 2021). A survey of 687 people in Wuhan found that students
were among the most vulnerable to depression, anxiety and stress during the lockdown
(Du et al., 2020). In addition, a survey of 8079 Chinese adolescents aged 12 to 18 from
21 provinces and autonomous regions revealed high prevalence rates of depression (43.7%)
and anxiety (37.4%) during the pandemic (Zhou et al., 2020).

Migrant workers are also a vulnerable group under the pandemic, especially in China.
Since the 1980s, industrialization and urbanization have driven a large migration of the
rural population to urban areas for better job opportunities and higher living standards
(P. Li & Li, 2007). However, due to the Chinese hukou system, migrant workers without
urban hukou cannot access the same social welfare and services as urban residents, such as
housing subsidies, public schools for children, healthcare, and pension insurance (Chan,
2010). The majority of migrant workers are excluded from certain urban industries and
mainly work in informal, low-skilled jobs (Wong et al., 2007). The pandemic has exacerbated
their vulnerability in workplace. With sudden economic shocks and reduced demand for
informal jobs, those without job security are more likely to be laid off or face pay cuts
(Tang & Li, 2021). In addition, limited medical insurance means fewer resources to protect
themselves from infection and incur higher costs if they do get sick. These social inequalities
are exacerbated by the pandemic.

In China, there exists a group of adolescents who have already entered the workforce,
as people over 16 are legally allowed to work (State Council of the People’s Republic of
China, 2002). After nine years of compulsory education, students attend high schools based
on their entrance exam scores (Zhongkao) (X. Wang et al., 2020). Those who do not achieve
the required grades often drop out of school and begin to work, mostly from rural areas
(Lu & Lai, 2009). Given their dual vulnerability as both adolescents and migrant workers,
migrant working adolescents are likely to experience more pandemic-related strains. Under
pressure, people may turn to delinquent and criminal behaviors to relieve strains (Agnew,
1992). Actually, the increasing influx of migrants has been attributed as a factor in the
rise in crime rates (Lo & Jiang, 2006). Migrant adolescents are commonly reported as a
disproportionately high group with delinquent behaviors (Y. Gao & Wong, 2018), with this
phenomenon being especially pronounced among male migrant adolescents (Fernandez-
Pacheco Alises et al., 2022). Therefore, it is worth studying the pandemic-related strains on
this unique group and examining whether they use delinquent coping strategies for strain
relief, while also paying attention to gender disparities.

Until now, existing studies have focused on the pandemic’s impact on individual vul-
nerable groups, such as adult migrant workers or school adolescents. However, research on
migrant working adolescents, who possess vulnerabilities of both groups, is scarce. More-
over, no studies have specifically explored the strains faced by this group, including gender
differences. Whether this group is likely to engage in delinquent behaviors and contribute
to social instability remains understudied. Based on these gaps, the current study aims
to examine, with a particular emphasis on gender differences, diverse pandemic-related
strains experienced by both male and female migrant working adolescents, the associations
between strains and different delinquent coping strategies, and possible protective factors
for these vulnerable youth.
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2. General Strain Theory and Pandemic-Related Strains

General Strain Theory (GST) offers a useful framework to understand the potential
mechanism of pandemic-related strains and delinquent coping strategies. Traditional strain
theories describe strain as the contradiction between culturally accepted goals and institu-
tional means (Merton, 1938). Drawing from this framework, Agnew (2006) expanded this
theory and proposed GST by defining strain as events or conditions disliked by individuals
experiencing them. Instead of only focusing on one type of negative relationship, Agnew
(1992) identified three major sources of strains: failure to achieve positively valued goals,
loss of positively valued stimuli, and presentation of negative or noxious stimuli. In the
absence of adequate coping strategies, people may use delinquent behaviors to escape from
these negative conditions.

The outbreak of the pandemic and restrictive policies undoubtedly created adverse
conditions, leading to various strains. This study specifically focused on four sources of
strains. Firstly, during the global economic crisis, financial issues worsened for already
vulnerable groups (Brodeur et al., 2021). Scholars like Bapuji et al. (2020) noted that
workers in developing countries” informal sectors were greatly impacted. At the initial
stage, rising unemployment forced six percent of China’s employees out of the labor
market, and at least 50 million migrant workers exited the urban labor market (He et al,,
2022). Unlike urban workers with unemployment insurance, migrant workers struggled to
recover from financial strain without social assistance. With limited work experience and
savings, migrant working adolescents face even greater economic challenges. Secondly, the
pandemic also brought about an exceptional ‘infodemic 'due to the rapid spread of false or
misleading information and conflicting messages on social media (Eysenbach, 2002). This
unreliable information negatively impacted people’s health behaviors and eroded public
trust in the health care system (Nsoesie & Oladeji, 2020). With about two-thirds of China’s
population using social media, the infodemic was severer. Almost 87% of users encountered
misinformation during the pandemic (Jiang, 2020). Similarly, health-related strain is one
major type of pandemic-related strains. The widespread virus caused fear of infection
(Taylor et al., 2020), worry about the shortage supply of pharmaceutical products and food,
and concerns about the capability of the local medical system (Socal et al., 2021). Studies
showed that during the pandemic, adolescents were more concerned about the health of
themselves, their family members, and friends (Styck et al., 2021; Villaume et al., 2021).
Finally, the pandemic altered work—family dynamics. Increasing demands on families led to
greater conflicts between work and family, which caused more stress for parents (Schnettler
et al., 2024). This increased stress led to more frequent disputes among family members.
As they spent more time together, many parents reported more conflicts with their children
during the pandemic (Gadermann et al., 2021). These conflicts likely contributed to greater
family relationship strain for adolescents.

GST has been considered one theory to explain gender differences in crime and
deviance (Broidy & Agnew, 1997). Due to traditional gender roles and hierarchies, males
are often expected to be the family breadwinners and value highly on material success.
Consequently, they are more likely to suffer from economic strain if they fail to achieve their
monetary goal. In China, this labor division between men and women is more distinguished.
During the pandemic, studies showed males were more likely to experience financial
hardship. For example, a UK study found that men faced more economic difficulties while
women, earning less and working shorter hours, were somewhat protected from layoffs
(Witteveen, 2020). Similarly, a study in India found that men were more likely to lose jobs
during the pandemic-induced economic recession (Hossain, 2021). Instead, women are
more concerned with maintaining close relationships with intimate individuals. Hence,
they experience more interpersonal strains. In addition, females are more susceptible to
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health-related strains. A study on Italy workers showed that women were more likely
than men to be extremely worried and afraid of this new virus (Giudice et al., 2022). A
review article also concluded that females perceive the virus as a greater threat to people’s
health than males (Metin et al., 2022). However, it remains unclear whether similar gender
differences in strains exist among Chinese migrant working adolescents.

3. Digital Copings Under the Pandemic

Based on GST, in the absence of adequate suitable copings, people may turn to delin-
quent coping strategies to relieve strains and relevant negative emotions (Agnew, 1992).
Delinquent behaviors include illegal or problematic behaviors, such as Internet Addiction
(IA), that harm adolescents’ safety, physical health, and mental well-being (Kim et al., 2013;
Liu et al., 2018). Immersing oneself in the Internet can serve as a coping strategy to alleviate
perceived strain. Previous studies affirmed the link between strain and excessive Internet
use (Gong et al., 2021). In this study, we consider delinquent behaviors as excessive use of
the Internet that adversely impacts adolescents.

In the context with many restrictive policies, various forms of social isolation made
people highly dependent on digital devices for work, study and socialization. Online
activities like gaming and social networking can reduce the stress and discomfort from
physical isolation while maintaining social connection and providing entertainment (Weg-
mann et al., 2021). Therefore, Internet use can be a popular and practical coping strategy
to relieve pandemic-associated strains. A study in the Middle East region indicated that
53.2% of participants spent 6 or more hours online daily, with 31.5% spending over 8 h
online during the lockdown (Alheneidi et al., 2021). Accordingly, this raises concerns about
whether the increased Internet use leads to more digital addiction among adolescents. In
China, the average daily Internet use among adolescents has risen significantly compared
to the pre-pandemic period, which may increase the risk of IA (Duan et al., 2020; Lin, 2020).
Another study found that only 55.52% maintained the suitable Internet behavior during
the pandemic, while 5.28% developed IA (Q. Wu et al., 2022). However, the association
between pandemic-related strains and excessive Internet use among migrant working
adolescents in China is not well studied yet.

Internet game disorder and social media addiction are screen activities that can lead
to IA. Gender differences are evident in these behaviors. Usually, boys use the Internet
more frequently and have a greater interest in playing online games, such as massively
multiplayer online role-playing games, while girls spend more time on social networks
(Dufour et al., 2016; Leonhardt & Overd, 2021). According to Hill and Lynch’s (1983) gender
intensification hypothesis, adolescents face growing social pressures from parents, peers,
teachers, and media to conform to culturally defined gender roles, leading to more distinct
gender role identities into adulthood. This hypothesis provides an explanation for the
growing gender differences in screen activities during adolescence. Given that male aggres-
siveness is more socially accepted, many games are designed with violent and adventurous
elements that appeal more to male adolescents (Barua & Barua, 2012). In contrast, female
adolescents are more inclined to create their identities through new practices related to
puberty and are less interested in childhood activities like online video games (Leonhardt
& Overa, 2021). Compared to boys, girls focus more on interpersonal relationships and
appearance, and tend to be more obliging and obedient in their interactions. Hence, they
find social interactions on social media more engaging.

Considering motivation for using media, the Uses and Gratifications theory (UGT) is
an alternative perspective to explain gender differences in digital use (Katz et al., 1973).
UGT offers a valuable theoretical framework by conceptualizing media selection and use
as a goal-driven process to fulfill people’s specific needs, which can be categorized into



Behav. Sci. 2025, 15, 73

50f24

cognitive, affective, integrative, social integrative, and escapist dimensions (Katz, 1974).
Individuals” media choices, participation forms, and the resulting benefits are shaped
by their conscious objectives and intentions, which are influenced by their cultural and
social environments (Katz et al., 1973). UGT is useful in exploring how gender, as a social
structure, can translate into different motivations. Studies suggest that men and women
pursue different gratifications through various digital activities, which influence their
media selection and use patterns. For example, one study revealed that male players
prioritize game-related gratifications more highly than women (Sherry et al., 2012). This
highlights the importance of online games for males. Consistent with pre-pandemic studies,
studies under the pandemic also showed that males play online games more frequently
and are at a higher risk of game disorder (L. Li et al., 2023; Stevens et al., 2021). In contrast,
other studies found that females are more motivated to use social media for relieving
stress and fostering social interactions (P. Li & Zhuo, 2023). Strains are more significant
predictors for social media addiction among females (Tu et al., 2023). Despite these insights,
gender differences in digital coping strategies for various pandemic-related strains remain
unexplored, particularly among migrant working adolescents. Understanding their gender-
specific digital coping behaviors can inform targeted interventions and support strategies.

4. Protective Factors

Agnew (1992, 2006) pointed out that delinquency is one possible response to strain,
and is particularly likely to occur when (1) non-delinquent behaviors are highly constrained
(e.g., lack of legal problem-solving skills and social support); (2) the cost of delinquent
behaviors is low (it’s hard to be detected and punished) and (3) there is a high propensity for
delinquent behaviors (e.g., with low self-control). In other words, strains and accompanying
negative emotion do not necessarily cause delinquency. Multiple factors can condition the
impact of strains (Agnew, 2013).

Agnew (1992) highlighted the conditioning role of conventional beliefs in impacting
responses to strains. Consistent with Hirschi’s social bond theory (1969), conventional
beliefs are key components of self-controls, which are important factors in crime prevention.
These beliefs reflect individuals” acknowledgment of social norms” moral legitimacy. Those
who accept crime and delinquency are less likely to reject deviant behaviors. GST posits
that differences in conventional beliefs lead to varied copings to strains, where weaker
moral constraints increase the likelihood of delinquent behaviors. A study confirmed that
the impact of strains on delinquency intensified when conventional beliefs were weak
(Mazerolle & Maahs, 2000). Conversely, stronger conventional beliefs foster self-control
and goal commitment, reducing the appeal of delinquency. Empirical studies corroborated
the negative relationship between belief in conventional norms and delinquent behaviors
(Junger-Tas, 1992; Wiatrowski & Swatko, 1979). Moreover, there are gender differences in
beliefs towards crime and delinquency through varying socialization experiences (Fried-
man & Rosenbaum, 1988). Men generally develop individuality, while women focus on
maintaining relationships (Gilligan, 1993). This relational focus can promote women’s
awareness of the moral binding nature of social norms (Chapple et al., 2005). However,
empirical findings on gender difference in attitudes towards crimes yield inconsistent
results. Some studies found that compared with men, women tend to judge crimes such
as assault and burglary (Rauma, 1991), and overall crimes (Borg & Hermann, 2023) more
harshly, while other studies reported no significant gender difference (G. R. Newman &
Wolfgang, 2017; Wolfgang, 1985).

Furthermore, Agnew et al. (2002) identified personality traits as important condition-
ing factors, which can significantly impact emotional reactions, coping strategies, perception
of criminal costs, and criminal tendencies. Positive emotionality is a core personality trait
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in GST literature. People with higher levels of well-being, social potency, achievement and
social closeness are less likely to respond to strains with criminal behaviors (Waller et al.,
1991). Resilient individuals tend to exhibit higher levels of positive emotionality (Block &
Kremen, 1996; Fredrickson & Levenson, 1998). This may explain why some adolescents
maintain mental well-being and avoid problematic behaviors despite adversity. Their
positive personal traits can disrupt the link between risk factors and negative outcomes
(Fergus & Zimmerman, 2005). In short, internal resilience helps youth adapt positively
to adversity and mitigate the negative effect of risks. In this study, we consider internal
resilience as a positive personality trait that helps individuals accept themselves, adapt
to life changes, and cope with challenges. Greater resilience was found to reduce mental
health problems and problematic behaviors among adolescents (Ali et al., 2010; Q. Wu et al,,
2018), and was related to better educational outcomes among Chinese migrant children
(Q. Wu et al., 2014). Additionally, a systematic review further confirmed the negative
relationship between resilience and problematic Internet use (Hidalgo-Fuentes et al., 2023).
However, findings about the impact of gender on resilience are mixed. Some studies found
that males tended to have greater resilience (Erdogan et al., 2015; Hou et al., 2020), while
other studies suggested no gender difference (Jillani et al., 2023; Kobayasi et al., 2018).

In addition to internal resilience, life satisfaction, a common measure of well-being,
acts as a protective factor that deters adolescents from engaging in criminal activities.
Drawing from positive psychology, studies began to identify the relationship between
well-being and delinquent behaviors (Martin et al., 2008). For example, a study with 1201
middle and high school students revealed those with higher levels of life satisfaction were
less likely to have delinquent and aggressive behaviors, even under pressure (Suldo &
Huebner, 2004). Furthermore, high life satisfaction is an effective protective factor against
problematic Internet use (Dhir et al., 2015; Kim et al., 2009). However, the role of life
satisfaction in the relationship between different pandemic-related strains and Internet use
is unclear. Moreover, girls typically report lower levels of life satisfaction than boys (Inchley
et al., 2016). This gender disparity is particularly pronounced in societies like China,
where gender inequality limits females” access to privileges and opportunities. Hence, it is
important to understand the protective role of life satisfaction against delinquency across
genders in China. This can guide gender-specific interventions to enhance life satisfaction
and reduce delinquency.

5. Study Purpose and Research Questions

Existing studies have extensively explored pandemic-related strains and coping strate-
gies across various populations. However, few studies related these concerns with migrant
working adolescents. As a unique vulnerable group, the pandemic-related strains they
experienced and the coping strategies they used warrant attention. In addition, it remains
unclear whether gender differences in strains and digital coping strategies observed in
other populations also apply to this group. The inconsistent results of gender differences
in protective factors further highlight the need to explore their impacts on migrant work-
ing adolescents. Building on these gaps, this study aims to investigate the impact of the
pandemic on this group, with a focus on gender difference. The research questions are as
follows: for migrant working adolescents in China,

Research question 1: What was the impact of Covid-19 on their stress level, and were
there any gender differences?

Research question 2: What was the relationship between various strain types and
different digital copings? Did the relationship vary by gender?
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Research question 3: What was the impact of protective factors, i.e., conventional
beliefs, internal resilience, life satisfaction, on the relationship between strains and digital
copings? Did the impact vary by gender?

We firstly hypothesized that males experience higher levels of economic strain, while
females face more information, health-related and family relationship strains. Males are
expected to play online games more frequently, whereas females are more likely to use
social media. In addition, we hypothesized that pandemic-related strains affect digital
coping strategies, with males more inclined to use gaming and females preferring social
media. Finally, we proposed that conventional beliefs, internal resilience, and life satisfac-
tion moderate the relationship between strains and digital copings, with different effects
by gender.

6. Materials and Methods
6.1. Participants

Data for this study were drawn from the fourth sweep of the International Self-Report
Delinquency Study (ISRD4) in China. This self-reported survey was administered between
September 2021 and July 2022. The ISRD, an international and collaborative project,
investigated adolescent victimization and delinquency across about 35 countries from 2021
to 2023. It employed a standardized set of questions alongside a country-specific module
developed by local teams. In China, this module focused on the impact of Covid-19 on
delinquent behaviors among vulnerable adolescents.

Participants in this study were working migrant adolescents aged 16-19. As they
had left school, this vulnerable group was hard to reach, which partly explains why prior
studies focused more on migrant children at school. With these important concerns, an
Internet survey was completed in fall 2022. Compared to conventional face-to-face surveys,
Internet surveys are able to rapidly collect data with a large sample size. The questionnaire
was translated from English to Chinese and participation was entirely voluntary. The
research ethics were approved by the authors’ university. Considering regional economic
differences, Shenzhen and Changsha were selected as two cities for the survey. Shenzhen
has one of the largest migrant populations in China, with the number continually increasing.
In 2019, among the 13.44 million residents, only 4.95 million have Shenzhen urban hukou
(residency) (Cai & Guo, 2020). Changsha, the capital of Hunan province and a key city
in Central China, is less developed than Shenzhen but also has many migrant workers.
It has a permanent population of over 8 million. In one district of Changsha in 2023,
38,000 out of the 822,000 people with registered hukou were classified as having rural
hukou. (Government of Yuhua District, Changsha, 2023).

Finally, 1391 participants aged 16 to 19 returned useful questionnaire, with 876 from
Shenzhen and 515 from Changsha. Given that different family backgrounds, whether urban-
native or migrant, may influence youth’s Internet use (Chang et al., 2016), and aligning
with the study’s purpose, only migrant working students were considered. Urban native
and urban-to-urban migrant adolescents were excluded. The final sample has 769 migrant
working adolescents, with 446 from Shenzhen and 323 from Changsha.

6.2. Measurement
6.2.1. Dependent Variables

Frequent Internet Use. The current study used changes in adolescents’ Internet use
compared to the pre-pandemic period as the dependent variable. The survey included
the question, “Compared to preCovid-19, did the average amount of time you spend per
day on the following online activities change during the last 12 months?” followed by four
questions related to Internet use. For this study, two questions about Internet use for leisure
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activities were selected: (1) “To play games”, (2) “To use social media (TikTok, Wechat, QQ
and Weibo)”. Response options were: 1 = more often, 2 = as often as in other times, 3 = Less
often, 4 = No change because I seldom do these things. For each item, response one was
coded as 1 (frequent Internet use) and the other responses were coded as 0. In sum, we
have two dummy dependent variables.

6.2.2. Independent Variables

Pandemic-related strain. Pandemic-related strain consists of economic strain, infor-
mation strain, health-related strain, and family relationship strain. Economic strain was
measured by summing the scores of four items. Two items assessed the participant’s
economic condition, asking whether they became unemployed or had significantly lower
income in the past 12 months. The other two items evaluated their parents” economic
condition, asking if the respondent’s father or mother became unemployed in the past
12 months. Responses “Yes” were coded as 1 and “No” as 0. Then the scores across items
were summed (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.64). Higher values are associated with higher levels of
economic strain. Information strain was assessed by three items that asked respondents the
extent to which they felt bothered by an overload of COVID-19-related news, false or mis-
leading information, and inconsistent information. Each item was rated on a 5-point Likert
scale (1 = not at all, 5 = very much). Higher values represent higher levels of information
strain (alpha = 0.81). Health-related strain was measured using a sum of nine items that
assessed respondents’ worries about infection and the shortage of disinfectant supplies
and medicines, etc. Respondents rated each item on a 5-point Likert scale (1 = not worried
at all, 5 = very worried). Higher scores correspond to higher levels of health-related strain
(alpha = 0.95). Family relationship strain was assessed by two items assessing conflicts
between parents in the past 12 months, “whether your parents got into physical fights”; and
“whether your parents had very heated arguments with each other” (0 = no, 1 = yes). Scores
for each item were summed. Higher scores represent higher levels of family relationship
strain (alpha = 0.64).

6.2.3. Moderating Variables

Conventional beliefs. Questions about opinions on violence were used to measure
conventional beliefs. Respondents were presented with 7 scenarios such as “Sharing online
an embarrassing photo or video of someone that he or she did not want others to see” and
“Hitting another person without causing injury”, and asked to rate the extent to which they
personally see these acts as violence. Each item consists of a 4-point scale (1 = Not at all,
4 = Absolutely). Scores for each item were summed, with higher scores indicating stronger
conventional beliefs (alpha = 0.86).

Internal resilience. We employed a 10-item resilience scale developed by Campbell-
Sills and Stein (2007). This scale assesses respondents’ capacity to manage diverse chal-
lenges, including change, personal issues, stress, failure, illness, and painful feelings. Each
item was rated on a 5-point Likert scale (1 = not true at all, 5 = true nearly all the time).
Higher values indicate higher levels of internal resilience (alpha = 0.96). To address the low
frequency in some score categories, we reclassified the variable by grouping scores into
four ranges: 20 and below, over 20 to 30, over 30 to 40, and 41 and above.

Life Satisfaction. To measure life satisfaction, we used the question, “Think back over
the last six months: Would you say that most of the time you have been happy?”. This
question directly measures happiness, which can be viewed as an individual’s subjective
sense of overall life enjoyment, also known as “life satisfaction” (Veenhoven, 2017). Re-
spondents rated it on a 6-point scale (1 = Very happy, 6 = Very unhappy). The responses
were reversely coded so that higher values indicate higher levels of life satisfaction.
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We also adjusted for gender (1 = male, 0 = female), city (1 = Shenzhen, 0 = Changsha),
and family intactness (1 = mainly live with parents, 0 = otherwise).

6.2.4. Statistical Analysis

The analytic strategy for this study was conducted in the following steps. Firstly,
descriptive statistics for the study variables were reported. The t-test/chi-square test
was then conducted between males and females for the dependent variable and each
predictor to examine different online behaviors and pandemic-related strains. Next, a
logistic regression model was used to test GST. This model was first applied to the entire
sample and then separately for each gender. Finally, to identify the moderating effect of
conventional beliefs, internal resilience and life satisfaction, interaction terms with the four
pandemic-related strains variables were added to the model. All statistical models were
fitted using STATA version 17.0. All continuous predictors were standardized for consistent
parameter interpretation.

7. Results
7.1. Group Variations in Pandemic-Related Strain and Frequent Internet Use

Table 1 indicates the description of examined variables and their group difference. To
reduce variability in variables with larger values, such as information strain, health-related
strain, conventional beliefs, internal resilience and conventional beliefs, we took the log
transformations of them (Feng et al., 2014). As expected, gender differences were observed
in the use of social media (p < 0.01). Females spent significantly more time on social media
during the pandemic. No significant gender differences were found for pandemic-related
strains. Furthermore, females possessed higher levels of conventional beliefs (p < 0.001)
than males.

Table 1. Descriptive statistics.

Mean/Percentages (SD)

Full Male Female
(N =769) (N =352) (N =417)
Digital copings 0.56 (0.50) 0.51 (0.50) 0.60 * (0.49)
Online games 0.32 (0.47) 0.33 (0.47) 0.31 (0.46)
Social media 0.53 (0.50) 0.48 (0.50) 0.58 ** (0.49)
Pandemic-related Strains
Economic strain 1.06 (1.12) 1.03 (1.07) 1.09 (1.16)
Information strain 2.20(0.33) 2.21 (0.36) 2.20 (0.31)
Health-related strain 3.23 (0.43) 3.24 (0.43) 3.23 (0.42)
Family relationship strain 0.17 (0.46) 0.19 (0.50) 0.15 (0.43)
Protective Factors
Conventional beliefs 3.03 (0.26) 2.98 (0.30) 3.06 *** (0.22)
Internal resilience 1.02 (0.32) 1.01 (0.32) 1.02 (0.32)
Life satisfaction 1.49 (0.28) 1.50 (0.28) 1.48 (0.28)
Control Variables
Gender
Male 45.77%
Female 54.23%
City
Shenzhen 58% 65.63% 51.56%
Changsha 42% 34.38% 48.44%
Live with parents
Yes 40.05% 40.06% 40.05%
No 59.95% 59.94% 59.95%

Note: * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, ** p < 0.001; SD, standard deviation; p-values derived from chi-square test for dummy
variables and independent t-test for continuous variables.
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Table 2 shows the correlations among the analytical variables for the entire sample.
Health-related strain was significantly but negatively related to online gaming. Among
three protective variables, internal resilience and life satisfaction showed significant nega-
tive associations with online gaming, while only life satisfaction had a significant negative
correlation with the use of social media. In addition, internal resilience was significantly
and negatively related with economic and family relationship strain. Life satisfaction
demonstrated significant negative relationship with all pandemic-related strains, except
for health-related strain. Regarding control variables, males were less likely to engage in
frequent social media use. Adolescents in Shenzhen had lower levels of economic strain and
conventional beliefs. Those who mainly lived with parents had lower levels of economic
and family relationship strain, and higher life satisfaction.

Table 2. Pearson’s correlations of analytical variables (full sample).

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 1 12
1 Online game 1
2 Social media (1'*5*2 1

3Eeonomic 05 g4 1

strain

dfnformation o0 05 gazee g

strain
5 Health strain _9;10 _(1'07 0.11** 2-3;2 1

6Relationship o5y 006 025+  0.09* 005 1

strain
7Conventional 51 903 006 0002 0% 005 1

beliefs

8Internal - =008 555 010 5006 002 UM 003 1

resilience

9 Life —0.08 —011 —0.18 —008 —006 —0.14 -

satisfaction * g d * + o -0 012 !

10 Male 002 2% 900 o0m o001 o00s X o1 o004 1
11Shenzhen  —0.02 003 OB 002 o010+ o007t 221 oo o000 %M 1
BoLivewith o035 002 %M 002 o003 %% 003 003 %Y 000 008t 1
parents

Note: * p < 0.10, * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001.

7.2. Results from the Baseline Model

Tables 3 and 4 display the results of the baseline model, which predicts the effect
of pandemic-related strains on frequent use of games and social media while adjusting
for resident city, gender (for the full sample only) and living with parents. For the entire
sample, information strain was positively associated with frequent Internet use of games
(b =0.275, p < 0.01) and social media (b = 0.190, p < 0.05), while health-related strain was
negatively associated with these activities (b = —0.331, p < 0.001; b = —0.227, p < 0.01). This
pattern was consistent across gender groups, except for the use of social media for female
workers, where no significant association with strains was found. In addition, economic
strain had different impacts on two genders. Males with higher economic strains were less
likely to play online games (b = —0.235, p < 0.1), while females were more likely to do so
(b =0.299, p < 0.01).
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Table 3. Baseline model: logistic regression models predicting playing online games.

Full Sample

Variables (N =769)
Exp(b) b SE
Strain variables
Economic strain 1.078 0.075 0.083
Information strain 1.317 0.275 ** 0.092
Health-related strain 0.718 —0.331 *** 0.086
Family relationship strain 1.079 0.076 0.079
Control variables
Male 1.105 0.100 0.159
Shenzhen 0.948 —0.053 0.164
Live with parents 0.939 —0.063 0.163
Nagelkerke’s R? 0.039
Male Female
Variables (N = 352) (N =417)
Exp(b) b SE Exp(b) b SE
Strain variables
Economic strain 0.791 —-0235+ 0.134 1.349 0.299 ** 0.110
Information strain 1.302 0.264 * 0.138 1.396 0.333 * 0.129
Health-related strain 0.688 —0.373 ** 0.132 0.771 —0.260*  0.117
Family relationship strain 1.143 0.133 0.119 1.048 0.047 0.108
Control variables
Shenzhen 0.922 —0.081 0.251 0.902 —0.103 0.221
Live with parents 0.807 —0.214 0.243 1.083 0.079 0.224
Nagelkerke’s R 0.058 0.063
Note: * p <0.10, * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001; The statistical significance of coefficients was evaluated
through Wald tests.

Table 4. Baseline model: logistic regression models predicting online social media.

Full Sample
Variables (N =769)
Exp(b) b SE
Strain variables
Economic strain 1.042 0.041 0.078
Information strain 1.210 0.190 * 0.082
Health-related strain 0.797 —0.227 ** 0.083
Family relationship strain 1.116 0.109 0.078
Control variables
Male 0.661 —0.414 ** 0.149
Shenzhen 0.981 —0.019 0.153
Live with parents 0.948 —0.053 0.151
Nagelkerke’s R 0.035
Male Female
Variables (N =352) (N =417)
Exp(b) b SE Exp(b) b SE
Strain variables
Economic strain 0.961 —0.040 0.119 1.112 0.106 0.105
Information strain 1.283 0.249 * 0.126 1.167 0.154 0.110
Health-related strain 0.724 —0.323 % 0.127 0.879 —0.128 0.111
Family relationship strain 1.117 0.111 0.114 1.117 0.111 0.110
Control variables
Shenzhen 0.910 —0.094 0.235 1.015 0.015 0.204
Live with parents 0.773 —0.257 0.226 1.137 0.128 0.206
Nagelkerke’s R 0.042 0.018

Note: * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01; the statistical significance of coefficients was evaluated through Wald tests.
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7.3. Moderating Effect

Given that pandemic-related strains significantly affect online gaming among both
male and female migrant working adolescents (as reported in Table 3), we conducted
a moderation analysis to examine whether three conditioning factors may buffer the
relationship between strain and gaming (see Table 5 for male workers and Table 6 for
female workers). For social media use, we conducted the moderation analysis only for
male workers (see Table 7) since female workers’ social media use is not that sensitive to
pandemic-related strains.

Table 5. Logistic regression models predicting playing online games for male workers with moderators.

Model 1 Moderator: Moderator: Moderator:
Variables Conventional Beliefs Internal Resilience Life Satisfaction
b SE b SE b SE b SE
Strain variables
Economic strain —0.258 * 0.137 —0.249 * 0.136 —0.258 * 0.136 —0.256 * 0.136
Information strain 0.260 * 0.141 0.325* 0.149 0.302 * 0.149 0.257 * 0.139
Health-related strain —0.380**  0.133 —0.458 ** 0.146 —0.409 ** 0.141 —0.367 ** 0.133
Family relationship strain 0.141 0.121 0.150 0.123 0.120 0.123 0.105 0.124
Moderators
Conventional beliefs —0.173 0.117 —0.155 0.126
Internal resilience —-0.077 0.119 —0.076 0.120
Life satisfaction —0.094 0.120 —0.086 0.132
M x Economic strain 0.115 0.127 —0.057 0.121 0.082 0.131
M X Information strain —0.333 * 0.185 —0.011 0.148 —0.103 0.152
M X health-related strain 0.362 * 0.193 0.111 0.148 —0.032 0.156
M x relationship strain —0.082 0.128 0.130 0.148 —0.077 0.108
Control variables
Shenzhen —0.189 0.259 —0.214 0.260 —-0.117 0.255 —0.078 0.254
Live with parents —0.161 0.247 —0.126 0.248 —0.194 0.245 —0.193 0.247
Nagelkerke’s R? 0.071 0.088 0.068 0.067
Note: * p <0.10, * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01; the statistical significance of coefficients was evaluated through Wald tests.
Table 6. Logistic regression models predicting playing online games for female workers with moderators.
Model 1 Moderator: Moderator: Moderator:
Variables Conventional Beliefs Internal Resilience Life Satisfaction
b SE b SE b SE b SE
Strain variables
Economic strain 0.263 * 0.112 0.304 ** 0.112 0.283 * 0.113 0.248 * 0.114
Information strain 0.320 * 0.135 0.368 ** 0.133 0.422 ** 0.149 0.370 ** 0.133
Health-related strain —0.269 * 0.119 —-0.317 % 0.125 —0.269 * 0.121 —0.303 * 0.123
Family relationship strain —0.032 0.114 0.058 0.119 —0.067 0.137 0.050 0.111
Moderators
Conventional beliefs 0.105 0.125 0.058 0.141
Internal resilience —0.233 * 0.112 —0.225+ 0.115
Life satisfaction —0.178 0.111 —0.224 % 0.131
M x Economic strain —0.118 0.127 —0.075 0.108 0.004 0.117
M x Information strain —0.010 0.128 —0.208 0.155 —0.303 * 0.154
M X health-related strain 0.302 * 0.161 0.153 0.114 0.311* 0.158
M x relationship strain —0.048 0.162 —0.061 0.108 0.038 0.110
Control variables
Shenzhen —0.033 0.229 —0.057 0.230 —0.082 0.224 —0.056 0.225
Live with parents 0.138 0.231 0.074 0.227 0.064 0.227 0.165 0.230
Nagelkerke’s R? 0.090 0.086 0.090 0.094

Note: * p <0.10, * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01; the statistical significance of coefficients was evaluated through Wald tests.
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Table 7. Logistic regression models predicting online social media for male workers with moderators.

Model 1 Moderator: Moderator: Moderator:
Variables Conventional Beliefs Internal Resilience Life Satisfaction
b SE b SE b SE b SE
Strain variables
Economic strain —0.047 0.120 —0.067 0.121 —0.049 0.120 —0.054 0.120
Information strain 0246 * 0.128 0.339 * 0.142 0236 * 0.135 0.253 * 0.129
Health-related strain —0.323 * 0.127 —0.411 ** 0.141 —0.318 * 0.134 —0.339 ** 0.130
Family relationship strain 0.110 0.114 0.122 0.116 0.108 0.116 0.080 0.117
Moderators
Conventional beliefs —0.03 0.112 0.012 0.122
Internal resilience —0.016 0.110 —0.002 0.112
Life satisfaction —0.040 0.113 —0.018 0.125
M x Economic strain 0.152 0.118 —0.070 0.109 0.047 0.120
M x Information strain —0.465 * 0.185 0.061 0.137 —0.195 0.144
M x health-related strain 0.296 0.184 —0.005 0.138 0.126 0.155
M x relationship strain —0.038 0.122 0.084 0.138 —0.130 0.110
Control variables
Shenzhen —0.116 0.241 —0.150 0.242 —0.099 0.238 —0.071 0.238
Live with parents —0.241 0.228 —0.183 0.230 —0.250 0.227 —0.256 0.230
Nagelkerke’s R? 0.043 0.072 0.046 0.057

Note: * p <0.10, * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01; The statistical significance of coefficients was evaluated through Wald tests.

As shown in Table 5, interaction effects showed a slightly significant association
between conventional beliefs and two strains, information strain (b = —0.333, p < 0.1) and
health-related strain (b = 0.362, p < 0.1). Simple slope tests indicated that, for migrant
male workers with low conventional beliefs (i.e., 1 SD below the mean), those who had
higher information strain played online games more frequently (bgjmple = 0.133, p <0.01),
but less frequently when they had stronger conventional beliefs (i.e., 1 SD above the
mean), (bsimple = —0.002, p > 0.1). Figure 1 shows the moderating effect more intuitively.
Unexpectedly, those with more health-related strains had lower likelihood for online
gaming when they had lower conventional beliefs (bsjmple = —0.165, p < 0.01). This effect
was weaker among those with high conventional beliefs (bgjmple = —0.020, p > 0.1). Figure 2
illustrates this association.

Migrating Male Workers

035 040 045 050
Il 1 1 1

Playing online games

0.30
1
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- L
2 \
¢

1!
High
Information Strain

|—0— Conventional belief(-1sd) =~ ——@—— Conventional belief(+1sd) |

Figure 1. Relationship between information strain and online games at low conventional beliefs (1 SD
below the mean) and high conventional beliefs (1 SD above the mean) among male workers.
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Figure 2. Relationship between health-related strain and online games at low conventional beliefs
(1 SD below the mean) and high conventional beliefs (1 SD above the mean) among male workers.

Table 6 presents the moderating effects of three protective variables on frequent use
of online games for females. No significant interaction terms were found for internal
resilience. Similar to male workers, among females with low conventional beliefs, the
negative association between health-related strain and frequent gaming tend to be stronger
than those with higher conventional beliefs (b = 0.302, p < 0.1); Figure 3 illustrates this
association. Similarly, life satisfaction showed a positive interaction impact with health-
related strain (b = 0.311, p < 0.05). For information strain, life satisfaction had a negative
interaction impact (b = —0.303, p < 0.05). Females who experienced more information
strain were less likely to play games when they had higher life satisfaction (bsjmple = 0.013,
p > 0.1). Figures 4 and 5 illustrate the association between information strain, health-related
strain and frequent gaming for female workers with different life satisfaction intuitively.

Table 7 demonstrates the moderating effects of three protective variables on frequent
use of social media for males. Similar to the moderating impacts on playing games, we only
found a significant impact between conventional beliefs and information strain (b = —0.465,
p < 0.05). It was shown that males use social media less frequently when they reported
higher information strain and had stronger conventional beliefs (bsjmple = —0.031, p > 0.1),
but more frequently when their conventional beliefs were weaker (bgimpie = 0.176, p < 0.001).
This moderating effect is shown in Figure 6.

Migrant Female Workers
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Figure 3. Relationship between health-related strain and online games at low conventional beliefs
(1 SD below the mean) and high conventional beliefs (1 SD above the mean) among female workers.
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Migrant Female Workers
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Figure 4. Relationship between information strain and online games at low life satisfaction (1 SD
below the mean) and high life satisfaction (1 SD above the mean) among female workers.

Migrant Female Workers
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Figure 5. Relationship between health-related strain and online games at low life satisfaction (1 SD
below the mean) and high life satisfaction (1 SD above the mean) among female workers.
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Figure 6. Relationship between information strain and online social media at low conventional beliefs
(1 SD below the mean) and high conventional beliefs (1 SD above the mean).
8. Discussion

Stimulated by the strain resulting from the unprecedented Covid-19 pandemic among
migrant working adolescents in China, this study concentrates on one of the worst coping
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strategies, excessive Internet use for gaming, and social media. Based on GST, our study
examined the variations between males and females in pandemic-related strains, frequent
use of the Internet and the associations among these variables, as well as the mitigating
effects of three protective factors on these relationships.

8.1. Variations by Gender

First of all, we found that female migrant working adolescents tend to use social media
more frequently. This result is in line with expectations and is consistent with previous
studies (Noguti et al., 2019). Women are more likely to use social media to maintain social
connections and seek emotional support, especially when other offline social interactions
were restricted during the pandemic. However, no significant gender differences were
found in the use of online games. This trend was also confirmed by another study on
Spanish youngsters (Rodriguez-Barcenilla & Ortega-Mohedano, 2022). One possible reason
is that the development of games is managing to minimize gender gaps. The increasing
presence of female protagonists and narratives in online games highlights the gaming
industry’s gradual diversification and its improvement of inclusivity (Ngoc, 2024). In
addition, it suggests that when offline leisure activities are restricted, online gaming can
be an essential resource for both genders. Accordingly, focusing on young males” online
gaming behavior is no longer sufficient for generalizability. Furthermore, future research
could explore additional use patterns, such as consumption habits and motivations, across
genders and broader demographic groups. This would complement the current study,
which focused only on gaming frequency for a vulnerable group. Motivations are key to
understanding use and effect processes, as they can moderate them (Hay et al., 2018). A
detailed exploration of gaming behaviors could provide valuable insights into UGT and
gender-specific differences in gaming.

Moreover, no significant gender difference was found in pandemic-related strains,
suggesting that men and women experienced comparable levels of stress when facing
challenges caused by the pandemic. Regarding three protective factors, females tend
to have higher levels of conventional beliefs. This finding supports that women have a
stronger bond with the society. They are more likely to rely on internalized conventional
values to guide behavior and cope with challenges (Rebellon et al., 2016).

8.2. Main Effects of Pandemic-Related Strain on the Frequent Use of the Internet

The positive relationship between information strain and frequent Internet use is
consistent with our prediction. Being bothered by misinformation can lead to information
overload, which is associated with the intention to share information (Ahmed & Rasul, 2022;
Bermes, 2021). In other words, migrant working adolescents experiencing information
strain may be more likely to use social media to share the pandemic-related information.
In addition, information overload is positively associated with mental health problems
such as anxiety and depression (J. Wang et al., 2022). For adolescents, online gaming has
been an effective way to relieve these negative emotions during pandemic restrictions
(Pallavicini et al., 2022). The association between different negative emotions, such as
anxiety, depression, and anger, and online gaming can be explored in future research. It
would be beneficial to investigate not only the possible existence of such an association but
also its nature and direction, contributing to the development of more effective strategies
for mental health promotion and behavior modification.

One unexpected finding is the health-related strains are negatively associated with
online gaming and social media use for both genders. This implies that health-related strain
can inhibit frequent Internet use. A possible explanation is that health-related strains lead
to more concerns about activities that could harm health. This motivates people to maintain
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a healthy lifestyle (Zhu et al., 2021), including engaging in more physical activities, and
avoiding unhealthy habits like excessive Internet use. Another study corroborated the
positive relationship between the fear of COVID-19 and healthy lifestyle behaviors (Yildiz
& Clftgi, 2023). These results highlight that the concerns on the health consequences of the
pandemic can also positively impact certain individuals’ daily behaviors.

Economic strains affect male and female adolescents differently. While economic
strain correlates positively with increased online gaming among females, it inhibits online
gaming among males. It is possible because many online games favored by males entail a
monetary cost. Several studies found that being male was positively linked to spending
money on games (Costes & Bonnaire, 2022; Gainsbury et al., 2016). Therefore, as financial
strain increases, males are less likely to play games that require monetary investment.

Among adolescent female workers, no significant association was identified between
pandemic-related strains and the frequent use of social media. One explanation could be
that females tend to use social media frequently regardless of stress level. Their motivation
to use social media includes socializing by regularly sharing personal updates and com-
menting on others’ posts (Hampton et al., 2011). In other words, social media is a platform
for females to maintain social connections, a behavior that remains relatively unchanged
despite pandemic-related challenges.

8.3. The Moderating Effect of Protective Factors

For male migrant working adolescents, conventional beliefs are the only effective
moderator for both online activities. Higher conventional beliefs weaken the positive
correlation between information strain and frequent Internet use. However, conventional
beliefs do not significantly prevent females’ cyber strain coping. This gender difference
aligns with some previous offline delinquency studies. For example, one research about
Chinese adolescents found that conventional beliefs are more likely to reduce male delin-
quency than female (Bao et al., 2016). Males with strong conventional beliefs tend to be
more committed to the society, which fosters a greater sense of social responsibility and
moral restraint, even in times of stress (Hirschi, 1969). Hence, they may be less likely to
use social media to share misinformation about the pandemic when they themselves are
bothered by information strain. Moreover, these young male workers may try to release
their stress through normative means. On the other hand, those with weaker social beliefs
might experience more anxiety and depression when facing health-related strains, as they
are more concerned about the well-being of themselves instead of the others. This anxiety,
regardless of gender, can be negatively related to their Internet use in response to high
levels of health-related strain (Thom et al., 2018).

For female migrant working adolescents, life satisfaction is a more important mod-
erator. High life satisfaction can mitigate the facilitating effect of information strain on
frequent Internet use. Adolescent female workers with high life satisfaction also consis-
tently demonstrate lower levels of online game playing, regardless of the extent of their
health-related strain. This is consistent with previous studies that emphasize the strong
protective effect of life satisfaction on women. For example, Beutel et al. (2009) showed
that life satisfaction had a significant positive effect on women’s mental health and positive
outcomes. The gender difference in the protective impact of life satisfaction in this study
may arise from the different life satisfaction domains valued by males and females. Women
prioritize relationships such as partner’s happiness, which reduces their need to use online
games for happiness. In contrast, men focus on work satisfaction, which is less conflict
with improved happiness through the Internet (Milovanska-Farrington & Farrington, 2022).
It is crucial to realize that life satisfaction is more preventive for girls than for boys when
we design future policies and/or treatments.
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8.4. Limitations and Future Directions

Although this study yielded many interesting findings, there were some limitations.
The first limitation of the present study is its cross-sectional design, which limits the
establishment of a strict causal relationship between strains and Internet use. Future studies
should consider collecting and analyzing longitudinal data to further clarify the causal
relationships. Secondly, the respondents in this study were not broadly representative
and only represent a vulnerable group in China. Future research can include adolescents,
migrant workers and other groups to compare with the current findings. In areas where
culture, education, and containment policies differ from those in China, strains associated
with delinquency and the effect of protective factors may also differ. Further studies can be
conducted in a broader range of areas to identify regional disparities. Thirdly, our data were
based on self-report questionnaires from adolescents. Problems including under-reporting
of delinquent behaviors or socially desirable biases can interfere with the accuracy of the
results. Further studies can use multiple methods like direct observations to collect a more
comprehensive dataset. In addition, the measure of family relationship strain did not
include conflicts between children and parents. During the pandemic, conflicts between
parents and children have become a concerning issue (Chen et al., 2021). The parent—child
relationship is also an essential source of family strain that may impact delinquency. It
would be valuable for future studies to examine the effect of parent—child conflicts on
delinquent copings. Finally, as the moderating effect was partially supported in this study,
future studies can explore such impact of other moderating variables. Positive relationships
with friends and positive working climate are worthy of consideration.

8.5. Practical Implications

Despite these limitations, our findings have some important practical implications. As
females tend to use social media frequently and consistently in daily life, it is important for
parents and employers to take targeted interventions. Parents can guide girls to engage
in more real-life interactions, such as parties with friends or family members, outdoor
activities, and local festivals, to maintain social connections. Employers can organize
various offline group activities among staff to encourage more female workers to participate.

Migrant working adolescents, in particular, require more attention regarding infor-
mation strain, as false information significantly affects their frequent Internet use. Poli-
cymakers should strengthen regulations on online information, combat misinformation
promptly, and enhance adolescents” media literacy. Employers hiring young migrant peo-
ple should prioritize their ability to discern information. In addition, since economic strain
can promote online gaming behavior among females, policymakers should create a more
female-friendly employment environment and offer more job opportunities for migrate
female adolescents. Government assistance and employment support, such as vocational
training, can help those facing economic challenges improve their economic stability and
vocational skills. Parents should pay more attention to their daughters’ financial situations
and provide support whenever possible.

Due to the different impacts of protective factors, the most desirable social policy that
prevent the excessive Internet use should cater to migrant working adolescents in different
genders. For males, more attention should be paid to their conventional beliefs and cultivate
their conventional coping strategies to relieve strains. Male working adolescents should
be encouraged to take part in some workshops about discipline and responsibility. Local
authorities and employers could also organize and promote volunteering and charities
activities to instill a sense of responsibility to the society. For females, emphasis should be
placed on enhancing life satisfaction. Employers should ensure reasonable work schedules
and provide welfare to assist female working adolescents in maintaining a healthy work-life
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balance. Providing access to mental health resources and organizing social networking
events can further support females” well-being and satisfaction.

In a broader context, COVID-19 is only one of numerous global threats that cause great
damages to our daily lives. Other sudden risk events, such as natural disasters, economic
crises, and terrorist attacks, can similarly result in highly disruptive physical, economic,
political and social environments. Although these large-scale risks are hard to predict,
understanding people’s coping strategies under uncertainty can be beneficial for taking
preventive and supportive strategies that mitigate the potential negative impacts. Our
findings shed light on stress levels and coping strategies, especially among individuals
already facing vulnerabilities, when exposed to such substantial risks. These insights can
inform future responses to global crises with more effective measures to support those
at-risk populations in coping with such challenges.

9. Conclusions

In conclusion, this study provides a comprehensive picture of gendered strain, gen-
dered coping and gendered protectors among migrant working adolescents in China under
the pandemic, a large-scale social crisis. This study expands on the offline framework of
GST by addressing pandemic-related strains and cyber behavioral coping strategies among
migrant working boys and girls in China, a less-studied disadvantaged group with dual
vulnerabilities. Additionally, we examined three potential moderators between strain and
cyber coping strategies by gender. Our findings revealed partial support for this extended
GST model. Notably, we identified that adolescent male workers are more responsive to
the protection effects of conventional beliefs, while migrant working girls are more likely
to be protected by high level of life satisfaction. These findings have pivotal implications
for the development of effective gender sensitive policies to prevent excessive Internet use
among migrant working adolescents during sudden risk events and in the long term.
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