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Abstract
Background: In China, father absence is a very common phenomenon, causing many mental health
problems, such as the hostility of depressed teenagers. This study is to explore the relationship between
father absence and hostility of depressed adolescents as well as the mediating effects of self-esteem
and psychological frustration tolerance.

Methods: We conducted a cross-sectional study among depressed adolescents in Wuhan mental health
center. They were assessed with Father absence questionnaire, Chinese Hostility Inventory, Psychological
Endurance Questionnaire and Self-esteem Scale. We used PROCESS macro for SPSS to perform
mediation analyses.

Results: The level of adolescent hostility was positively correlated with father absence, and negatively
correlated with self-esteem and psychological frustration tolerance. Father absence had not a direct
impact on the level of hostility with depression, but had indirect impact via psychological frustration
tolerance and self-esteem.

Conclusion: Psychological frustration tolerance and self-esteem has a chain mediating effect on the
relationship between father absence and hostility. Future intervention strategies could focus on
psychological frustration tolerance and self-esteem to reduce the level of hostility of adolescents with
depression. 

Background
Adolescence is an important period of growth in a person's life. Studies have shown it is a period of high
incidence of mental illness [1], such as depression. According to statistics on the cause of death among
adolescents aged 15–19, depression has become the second leading cause of death [2]. In recent years, it
has been reported frequently that young people hurt themselves and others. The generally high level of
hostility among adolescents may be an important factor. The detection rate of adolescents’ highly
aggressive behavior has reached 26.1%. [3]. Moreover, the level of hostility of adolescents with
depression is often higher than that of ordinary adolescents. Because of the high level of hostility, many
adolescent patients are poor compliance with treatment, which not only brings di�culties to treatment,
but also wastes medical resources, causing a vicious circle. However, there were few researches on
hostility in China, and there was no empirical research that could be used for reference. Therefore, this
paper studied the hostility of depressed teenagers in order to enrich the research results related to
hostility.

In 2000, Lin Yimei referred to hostility as verbal attack, physical attack, and suppressing hostility without
expressing it.
Hostility will destroy teenagers' physical and mental health, interpersonal relationship and family
harmony, and bring serious adverse effects to families and society [4]. It has been clinically proven that
the severer the patient’s depressive symptoms, the higher his level of hostility [5]. The well-known
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psychiatrist Karen Horney mentioned in her book "The Neurotic Personality of Our Time" that children will
feel insecure if they do not receive or lack the real care from their parents in childhood, which will trigger
basic hostility [6]. Under the in�uence of the traditional Chinese culture of “the male dominates outside”,
the father absence is a very common phenomenon: a study found that in the semi-stay state (only one
parent goes out for working, while the other one stays at home), the percentage of families with the father
out of town was 82.82% [7]. Father absence refers to the phenomenon that children lack father's care and
love due to various reasons [8]. In addition to the father is dead or does not live with his children, it also
includes the father's lack of functionality caused by his busy father or poor communication between
father and son (psychological de�ciency) [9]. And studies have shown that father absence was closely
related to the level of hostility of depressed teenagers [10][11]. So, how does father absence cause
hostility? This study focused on the depressed adolescent population and explored the relationship
between father absence and the hostility of adolescents.

Self-esteem is an individual’s evaluation of self-worth, perception of self-capability, and acceptance of the
overall self [12]. Self-esteem stems from the individual’s early experience and will remain relatively stable
after formation [13]. Abundant evidence has shown that teenagers with father passing away often have
the problem of low self-esteem level [14][15]. There is a signi�cant negative correlation between self-
esteem and aggressive behavior [16] [17], and a large number of studies have proved that aggressive
behavior is positively related to hostility [18] [19], which infers that self-esteem and hostility are also
negatively correlated. Self-esteem is an important psychological dimension of adolescents. Depressed
adolescents often have the lower level of self-esteem, and self-esteem has an important impact on the
hostility of adolescents.

Psychological frustration tolerance is the ability to overcome obstacles and withstand stressful situations
[20]. It is the ability to tolerate setbacks and adopt a positive mental mechanism when experiencing
adversity, trauma or major negative events. According to Berkowitz’s frustration-aggression hypothesis
and the viewpoint of new cognitive connectionism, hostility is caused when an individual feel frustrated
[21], and some studies have shown that hostility is signi�cantly negatively correlated with psychological
frustration tolerance [22], while many individual personality characteristics and will-power qualities, such
as decisiveness, tenacity, courage, optimism and self-con�dence are all related to father's upbringing [23].
Therefore, it can be assumed that when the father is absent, the teenager feels more frustrated facing
with setback, which will produce a stronger anger and hostility towards others or themselves.

Although both self-esteem and psychological frustration tolerance may be mediating variables between
father absence and adolescent hostility level, there is a certain correlation between them, instead of
parallel relationship. A previous study has shown that the lower the level of self-esteem of an individual,
the lower the psychological frustration tolerance [24], and that people with high self-esteem have better
psychological adaptability, and can regulate their mood and behavior better [25], so they can cope with
setbacks better.
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This study aim was to determine potential mechanisms underlying the relationship between father
absence and the level of hostility in depressed adolescents. Speci�cally, we will examine how father
absence in�uences hostility through self-esteem and psychological frustration tolerance. Based on the
literature review, we propose the following three hypotheses:

Hypothesis 1

Self-esteem is a mediating variable between the degree of father absence and the level of hostility.

Hypothesis 2

psychological frustration tolerance is a mediating variable between the degree of father absence and the
level of hostility.

Hypothesis 3

father absence affects the level of hostility in depressed teenagers through multiple mediating roles of
self-esteem and psychological frustration tolerance.

Methods
Participants

All participants were recruited from Wuhan mental health center located in Hubei region in China. A
questionnaire survey was conducted in adolescent depressed inpatients and outpatients. The inclusion
criteria were: (1) ICD-10 diagnosis of depression, diagnosed by two physicians with the title of deputy
director of psychiatry or above; (2) Aged 12 to 25 years old (the age boundary standard refers to the
international legal age [26], previous researches [27] and the characteristics of the development of
adolescents' self-concepts [28]); (3) Ability to understand the survey instructions and willingness to
provide written informed consent.

The exclusion criteria were as follows: coexisting mental retardation, dementia, or other severe organic
disorders; drug or alcohol abuse; schizophrenia; patients who currently suffer from severe physical
diseases thus unavailable for participation. A total of 137 cases met the above criteria, including 56
males and 81 females; their age was (18.41 ± 3.69) years, and the degree of father absence was (3.68 ± 
1.13).

Before the investigation, necessary communication with the directors and head nurses in charge of each
ward was required for cooperation. For all potential participants, inform them and their families of the
purpose of the questionnaire, and the principle of voluntary participation. The questionnaire �lled in is
only used for scienti�c research with protection for patient privacy.
Tools

Father Absence Questionnaire
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Father absence measured by the questionnaire developed by Zhu Shuzhen [29].

The instrument consists of 10 items, which describe the existence of father for the participants to choose
based on their own conditions.
The father's living condition at home (physiological de�ciency) combined with the father-son relationship
level (psychological de�ciency) is taken as the test criteria of father absence. The higher the scores of
these two items, the more serious the father absence is, with the lowest score as 2 points and the highest
score as 7 points.
Chinese Hostility Inventory (CHI)

CHI was Compiled by Taiwan scholar Lin Yimei [30]. This is a self-report questionnaire with 20 items,
which rates on a 5-point Likert scale. It contains four subscales: hostile cognition, hostile emotion,
expression of hostility, and suppression of hostility. Among them, the subscales of hostile cognition,
hostile emotions, and expression of hostility are revised from the "Attack Questionnaire". The suppression
of hostility subscale is added in consideration of the characteristics of Chinese culture. That subscale is
adapted from the subscale of "anger in" (which means holding anger inside without expression) in "Anger
Expression Scale (AX)" [31][32]. Higher scores indicate higher levels of hostility.

Psychological Frustration Tolerance Questionnaire

The questionnaire was compiled by Xie Bingqing and Wu Ziqiang [33]. It includes 30 items in total, and
the answers are "yes" and "no". The answer "yes" is counted as 1 point, and "no" is counted as 0 point.
Part of the negatively expressed items are reversely scored. The higher the total score, the higher the
participant’s psychological frustration tolerance.

Self-esteem Scale (SES)

The SES compiled by Rosenberg (1965) [34] was used for the survey. The questionnaire is a single-
dimensional questionnaire consisting of 10 items, in which questions 3, 5, 8, 9, and 10 are reversely
scored. The questionnaire rates on a 4-point scale (1 as totally inconsistent while 4 as completely
consistent). Higher scores indicate higher levels of self-esteem.

Statistical analysis

SPSS 21.0 was used for data cleaning, coding, and preliminary analysis. Spearman correlation was used
to evaluate the correlations between variables. The mediation model was analyzed using the PROCESS
macro for SPSS. All continuous variables were standardized. In this study, we bootstrapped 5000
samples from the data, and 95% bootstrap con�dence intervals (CI) were calculated.

Results
Common method deviation test
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Using Harman's single factor test, the results showed that there were 18 factors with characteristic roots
greater than 1, and the variance explained by the �rst factor was 20.61%, which was less than the critical
value of 40% [35], so there was no obvious common method deviation in this study.
Correlational Analysis

Correlation analysis showed that the degree of father absence was signi�cantly negatively correlated
with self-esteem and psychological frustration tolerance(p < 0.001), and was signi�cantly positively
correlated with hostility level (p < 0.001). Self-esteem was signi�cantly positively correlated with
psychological frustration tolerance (p < 0.001). Hostility level was negatively correlated with self-esteem
and psychological frustration tolerance(p < 0.001). More information about results of correlation analysis
is provided in Table 1.

Table 1
Descriptive Statistics and Correlation of Variables

  1 2 3 4

1. Father absence        

2. Self-esteem -0.25***      

3.Psychological frustration tolerance -0.34*** 0.74***    

4. Hostility 0.30*** -0.64*** -0.69***  

M ± SD 3.68 ± 1.13 24.10 ± 6.34 13.12 ± 6.48 63.41 ± 14.26

Note: *P < 0.05, **P < 0.01, ***P < 0.001, the same below.

 

The relationship between the degree of father absence and the level of hostility in depressed adolescents:
a chain mediation effect test

According to the results of correlation analysis, self-esteem and psychological frustration tolerance meet
the statistical requirements for further testing of mediation effects [36]. Taking the degree of father
absence as the independent variable, hostility level as the dependent variable, self-esteem and
psychological frustration tolerance as the mediating variables, a multi-level regression analysis was
carried out according to Model 6 in the PROCESS macro for SPSS, which can be used for an integrated
test of the chain mediation model [37]. The gender was taken as a control variable.

Regression analysis showed (Table 2): the direct predictive effect of father absence on the level of
adolescent hostility was not signi�cant (β = 0.07, p > 0.05), but it signi�cantly positively predicted the level
of adolescent hostility on the whole (β = 0.26, p < 0.01). Father absence directly negatively predicted the
level of self-esteem (β=-0.22, p < 0.01), and negatively predicted psychological frustration tolerance
(β=-0.19, P < 0.01). Self-esteem directly predicted psychological frustration tolerance directly (β = 0.67, p < 
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0.001). Self-esteem and psychological frustration endurance tolerance negatively predicted the level of
adolescent hostility (β=-0.26, p < 0.01; β=-0.45, p < 0.001).

Table 2
Regression analysis of the model between absence of father and hostility level

  Self-esteem Psychological frustration tolerance Hostility

  β t β t β t

Gender -0.24 -2.99** -0.10 -1.71 0.07 1.01

Father’s absence -0.22 -2.63** -0.16 -2.67** 0.07 1.03

Self-esteem     0.67 11.18*** -0.26 -2.92**

Frustration tolerance         -0.45 -4.79***

R 0.35 0.76 0.72

R2 0.12 0.58 0.51

F 9.42*** 61.29*** 34.85***

 

The analysis results of the mediation effect showed (Table 3 and Fig. 1): self-esteem and psychological
frustration tolerance had a completely mediating effect on the relationship between father absence and
the level of adolescent hostility, and the mediation effect value was 0.19, accounting for 73.08% of the
total effect of father absence on hostility level. Speci�cally, the mediating effect consisted of indirect
effects produced through three paths: the indirect effect 1 (0.06): father absence → self-esteem →
hostility level; the indirect effect 2 (0.07): father absence → psychological frustration tolerance →
hostility level; the Indirect effect 3(0.06): father absence → self-esteem → psychological frustration
tolerance→ hostility level. The data in Table 3 showed that the three indirect effects accounted for
23.08%, 26.92% and 23.08% of the total effect respectively. The Bootstrap 95% con�dence intervals didn’t
contain a value of 0, indicating that the three indirect effects were signi�cant.
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Table 3
Bootstrap analysis of the mediation effect test

Mediation

Path

Point

Estimate

Bootstrap

S.E.

BOOSTRAP 5000 TIMES 95% CI Effect percentage

Lower Upper

Total indirect effect 0.19 0.05 0.09 0.29 73.08%

Ind 1 0.06 0.02 0.01 0.11 23.08%

Ind 2 0.07 0.03 0.01 0.13 26.92%

Ind 3 0.06 0.03 0.02 0.12 23.08%

Note: Ind 1: Father absence → Self-esteem → Hostility level; Ind 2: Father absence → Psychological
frustration tolerance→ Hostility level; Ind 3: Father absence → Self-esteem → Psychological
frustration tolerance → Hostility level.

 

Discussion
The results of this study showed that father absence didn’t directly predict the hostility level of depressed
adolescents, but it acted on hostility through mediation of self-esteem and psychological frustration
tolerance respectively, and the chain mediation of those two factors. This is consistent with the results of
existing studies. For example, it is found that family function has an impact on adolescents’ hostility [38],
while parents are the key to ful�lling family functions, and the absence of fathers will inevitably bring an
impact. For example, studies have found that children who lack fatherly love are prone to tense
relationship with their mothers during puberty, and they are disgusted with or hostile to their mothers [39].

Secondly, this study found that self-esteem played an important mediating role between father absence
and the hostility level of depressed teenagers. The results showed that the higher the degree of father
absence, the lower the level of self-esteem, which would predict the higher level of hostility. Previous
studies have shown that father absence often leads to the problem of low self-esteem in adolescents
[40]. In adolescence, the self-esteem of an individual is more derived from the evaluation of parents and
others.

While in the family where the father is absent, because the father is not at home or cares less about the
children, the children receive less encouragement or praise from the father, resulting in lower level of self-
evaluation.
And lower self-evaluation makes it easier to internalize negative evaluation of the outside world, causing
a lower level of self-esteem. Traditionally, it is believed that low self-esteem can easily lead to anger and
aggressive behavior, which means that individuals with low self-esteem have a higher level of hostility.
Low self-esteem will have a negative impact on an individual’s social links, causing the individual to be
inconsistent with social norms, and thus increasing hostile behaviors [41]. Rogers believes that if there is
a lack of positive self-attention, individuals are more prone to hostility, resulting in aggressive behaviors
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[42]. That means if depressed adolescents get more companionship and communication from their
fathers, they can have better self-evaluation, thereby reducing the level of hostility and the occurrence of
psychological problems.

Thirdly, psychological frustration tolerance also played an important mediating role between father
absence and hostility. The frustration-hostility theory believes that when a person’s motivation or behavior
is frustrated, it will produce offensive and aggressive reactions. Depressed adolescents whose fathers is
missing have low level of psychological frustration tolerance and mental resilience due to lack of
psychological resources from their fathers [43]. Compared with ordinary teenagers, they tend to
experience more negative events and pressures, with the reaction of a strong sense of frustration,
resulting in stronger anger and hostility.

Finally, the degree of father absence affected the hostility level of depressed teenagers through the chain
mediating effect of self-esteem and psychological frustration tolerance. Depressed adolescents whose
fathers is missing have lower self-esteem, while those with high self-esteem can better regulate their
mood and behavior, have good psychological adaptability [25], can deal with frustration in a more active
way, and have a higher level of endurance. Depressed teenagers with low self-esteem tend to adopt
negative methods such as self-blame, withdrawal, and fantasies to cope with setbacks. They are easily
defeated by setbacks, and thus become hostile.

Limitations
Because the present study was based on a self-reported questionnaire, there might be many associated
confounding factors. In addition, a cross-sectional survey cannot be used to draw a de�nitive conclusion.
Thus, further study requires a longitudinal design. In addition, due to the speci�c participant of the
research, the sample size was not large, which could affect the generalizability of the �ndings, so it is
necessary to increase the sample size in the later related research. Finally, besides the in�uence of self-
esteem and psychological frustration tolerance, there must be other variables affecting the relationship
between father absence and hostility which are in need for further discussion.

Conclusion
The present study veri�ed the mediating effect of psychological frustration tolerance and self-esteem on
the relationship between father absence and hostility. Our results helped to reveal the underlying
in�uencing mechanisms between these psychological variables (father absence, psychological
frustration tolerance, self-esteem) and hostility. The research inspired us to pay attention to the impact of
father absence on depressed teenagers, to improve their self-esteem, cultivate psychological frustration
endurance, reduce hostility and improve mental health. Con�rmation of these results may be helpful to
develop targeted interventions to reduce the adolescent hostility.

Abbreviations
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CHI: Short Form Chinese Hostility Inventory; SES: Self-esteem Scale; CI: Con�dence intervals
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