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Abstract

Introduction

Binge-watching refers to the consumption of screen-based content (excluding gam-
ing) for five or more consecutive hours in a single session within the past month,
which is an emerging behavior of concern among students. This study aims to
examine the rate of binge-watching among children and adolescents in Hong Kong
as well as the potential association with their psychological, social, and educational
self-efficacy.

Methods

A cross-sectional survey was conducted with 2,267 students from primary and sec-
ondary schools in Hong Kong, recruited through convenience sampling. The survey
assessed levels of binge-watching, mental health, sleep quality, social support, loneli-
ness, and educational self-efficacy. Linear regression analyses were performed, both
with and without adjustments for age and watching time by gender.

Results

The findings revealed that 47.1% of the participants (45.1% males and 49.3%
females) engaged in binge-watching at least once in the past month. Binge-watching
was positively associated with depression, anxiety, stress, and loneliness, but
negatively associated with educational self-efficacy in both genders (p<.05). Gender-
specific effects were found that binge-watching was significantly associated with
poorer sleep quality in males (p<.001), but not in females (p>.05). In contrast, a sig-
nificant negative association between binge-watching and social support was found
in females (p<.01), but not in males.
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Conclusion

This study emphasizes the significant rate of problematic watching patterns and vari-
ous impacts. Early identification and early prevention are warranted.

Introduction

Binge-watching has become prevalent due to the rise of over-the-top (OTT) plat-
forms, such as Netflix, Disney +, Amazon Prime Video, HBO Max, Apple TV, Baidu,
and Tencent Video [1] as well as reels and short videos on social media platforms like
TikTok, Instagram, and YouTube. Moreover, binge-watching has increased dramat-
ically and has been normalized during the COVID-19 quarantine. A recent study
reported that approximately 70% of adolescents aged 15—19 years binge-watched TV
series during the COVID-19 quarantine period [2]. Binge-watching is prevalent in all
age groups, particularly among the youth [3,4]. However, studies on binge-watching
in children and adolescents are still lacking. Kumar, Goyal [5] conducted an online
survey among 123 secondary students in Chandigarh (aged 14—18 years) during the
COVID-19 pandemic and found that 13% watched more than eight episodes of TV
shows and over four hours in one sitting.

The definition of binge-watching continues to change as researchers develop
different definitions based on various criteria. The term ‘binge’ refers to excessive
consumption and time spent on an activity, such as binge eating or binge drinking [6].
Multiple definitions have been proposed to operationalize binge-watching as the con-
secutive viewing of multiple episodes of television episodes in one sitting or the mea-
surement of viewing duration and pattern [4,7—12]. The definition of binge-watching
according to Netflix and several scholars have suggested as viewing two or more
consecutive episodes of a specific series in one sitting and consuming the entire
season in a single day. Recent studies also define binge-watching through three core
essential components which include watching time duration, episode quantity, and
continuous viewing [1,7,12—16].

The current study defined binge-watching as continuously engaging in five or more
hours of screen viewing (excluding gaming) in the past month, based on the concept
of binge-gaming in the most recent study [17]. This definition effectively captures key
characteristics of binge-watching through duration, continuity, and repetition, while
preventing ambiguous measurements of each TV episode or short video lengths.
The definition provides consistent and reliable measurement which enables future
research to achieve better operationalization.

Binge-watching and psychological impact

Binge-watching offers instant gratification through escape but leads to long-term
psychological problems which include anxiety, depression, and sleep disturbances.
However, most studies have been conducted in adult populations [18—20], with a
recent systematic review and meta-analysis found moderate correlations between
binge-watching and stress, anxiety and depression [21,22]. The study by Ozkent and
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Agikel [3] was the only survey conducted among adolescents, which revealed that 60.3% of 189 Turkish adolescents were
identified as binge-watchers, and this group demonstrated higher levels of emotional problems.

Social impact

The motives behind binge-watching often include the need for social interaction and the fear of missing out (FOMO)
[23-25]. Binge-watchers demonstrate higher levels of prosocial engagement with fictional characters and are more likely
to be opinion leaders in their peers [15,25]. A positive correlation between binge-watching and loneliness was found in an
adolescent study in India [26]. Binge-watching and prolonged screen time may reduce the time spent on face-to-face com-
munication with families and friends, potentially leading to parent-child conflicts [27,28]. Research has also demonstrated
a consistently negative relationship between prolonged screen time and received/perceived social support [29,30].

Academic impact

Binge-watching can be particularly harmful to student’s academic performance and educational self-efficacy, also known as
academic self-efficacy, which refers to students’ perception of their ability to plan and execute actions to complete academic
tasks and achieve their goals [31]. Excessive binge-watching may damage self-regulation while reducing focus and, lowering
self-confidence in academic performances, and increasing the risk of academic procrastination [32—35]. Research conducted
on Indian students between 16 and 25 years old found that heavy use of OTT platforms negatively affected their academic
performance, concentration, productivity, health, and time management [36]. The growing trend of binge-watching among
children and adolescents and its specific impacts on psychological, social, and academic outcomes remain limited understood.

Gender differences

Gender differences in the role of binge-watching remain inconclusive in previous literature. It has been suggested that
binge-watching is gender-neutral, with the major difference being the preference for content [37]. Males tend to prefer
science fiction, while females are more inclined towards comedies and dramas [4], emerging research indicates potential
gender-specific motivations and impacts. A recent study of 300 Pakistani teenagers aged 13—19 years showed no signifi-
cant gender differences in binge-watching duration, and both genders watched for entertainment, escape, and excitement.
However, the study revealed different motivations and psychological impacts between genders. Female binge-watchers
were predominantly driven by FOMO and social interaction needs, yet males were motivated by excitement. Female
binge-watchers were also more likely to experience sleep disturbances, while male binge-watchers who showed
decreased productivity [38]. Thus, it is postulated that the relationship between binge-watching and psychological, social,
and educational self-efficacy will be influenced by gender differences. However, these gender-specific influences, particu-
larly among children and adolescents, remain largely unexplored.

The present study

Most of the existing studies have concentrated on college students and adults. However, studies on binge-watching in
children and adolescents are lacking. To fill this research gap, this study tested the roles of binge-watching in various
aspects of functioning (mental, social, and academic) and its potential gender differences in a large-scale sample of chil-
dren and adolescents in Hong Kong. Our hypotheses included:

H1: Binge-watching would be positively associated with mental health problems (i.e., depression, anxiety, stress, and
sleep disturbances).

H2: Binge-watching would be negatively associated with educational self-efficacy.

H3: Binge-watching would be negatively associated with perceived social support and positively associated with
loneliness.

H4: The strength of these associations may vary by gender
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Materials and methods
Study design and participants

A cross-sectional school-based survey was conducted from June to December 2022, excluding July and August, which
were summer school holidays in six primary schools (n=1,491) and four secondary schools (n=776) in Hong Kong, with a
convenience sampling. In total, 2,267 valid respondents participated in this study. The inclusion criteria included (a) being
primary or secondary school students, (b) being willing to participate, (c) providing informed consent from both students
and their parents, and (d) being Chinese speakers.

Recruitment procedures

The research team collaborated with a professional alliance for school counseling to distribute invitation letters, intro-
ducing the study to all government-funded primary (n=422) and secondary (n=390) schools in Hong Kong. Schools
interested in participating were instructed to contact the research team for details on obtaining parental consent. Trained
research personnel, independent from the research team, facilitated the survey in the classroom, following standardized
protocols provided by the research team. The survey took 15-20 minutes to complete. Participants were guaranteed the
principles of voluntariness, anonymity, and confidentiality. No incentives were provided to participants.

Ethical considerations

Informed consent was obtained from both the student and their parents. This study did not involve any clinical trials; no
patient data was collected, and no identifiable student data was obtained. All procedures took place according to the Dec-
laration of Helsinki. Ethical approval was granted by the Survey and Behavioral Ethics Committee of the corresponding
author’s university (SBRE-21-0731).

Study instruments

Binge-watching. Binge-watching was defined as engaging in five or more consecutive hours of screen-watching on
social media without interruptions in one session. Participants were asked if they had engaged in binge-watching behavior
in the past month (0=No, 1= Yes). This survey adopted an inclusive definition of binge-watching and assessed it by
quantifying the hours of screen time, which refers to the criteria established for identifying binge-gaming [17].

Academic outcome. The Educational Self-Efficacy Scale (ESES) was used to assess participants’ perceived
ability to learn and attain academic outcomes. The scale consists of five items measured on a five-point Likert scale, with
1= Not at all confident and 5= Extremely confident. Higher scores indicate having more confidence in achieving academic
outcomes [39]. Cronbach’s alpha was.89.

Social outcomes. The Multidimensional Scale of Perceived Social Support (MSPSS) was used to measure
participants’ perceived social support from family, friends, and significant others [40]. It consists of 12 items measured
on a 7-point Likert scale: 1= Very strongly disagree to 7= Strongly agree. The higher score indicates a higher level of
perceived social support. The Chinese version of MSPSS demonstrated a high internal consistency, with a Cronbach’s
alpha coefficient of.89 [41]. Cronbach’s alpha for this study was estimated to be.93.

The UCLA Loneliness Scale was used to measure the feelings of loneliness or social isolation. Items were measured
on a 3-point Likert scale of 1=Hardly ever, 2=Some of the time, and 3 = Often. The scale has good reliability and validity
(Cronbach’s alpha is.72—.87) [42]. Cronbach’s alpha was.82 in the current study.

Mental outcomes. The Depression Anxiety and Stress Scale (DASS-21) was used to assess participants’ levels of
depression, anxiety, and stress over the past week [43]. Items were measured on a Likert scale ranging from 0= Did not
apply to me at all to 3=Applied to me very much or most of the time. The cutoffs were determined by multiplying the total
score in each subscale by two; the cutoffs for depression, anxiety, and stress are 10, 8, and 15, respectively [44]. This
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scale is well-validated among Chinese populations and has good reliability and validity [44]. Cronbach’s alpha in this study
was.93.

The Pittsburgh Sleep Quality Index (PSQI) was used to measure participants’ sleep quality in the past four weeks.
This scale is rated on a Likert scale (0= No difficulty to 3= Severe difficulty). A higher score indicates a lower quality of
sleep. Individuals who scored five or greater are considered to have a sleep disorder. The PSQI demonstrates good reli-
ability and validity [45]. Cronbach’s alpha for this study was.73.

Background variables. The information of gender, age, and average watching hours per day during weekdays and
weekends was reported by the participants.

Statistical analysis

The participants’ demographic information, including gender, age, time spent watching, mental outcomes, social out-
comes, academic outcomes, and the percentage of participants engaging in binge-watching, was described. Univariate
and adjusted (adjusted for age and average watching time) linear regression models were conducted to test the associ-
ations between binge-watching and well-being outcomes, including depression, anxiety, stress, sleep quality, loneliness,
social support, and educational self-efficacy. SPSS version 28 was used for data analyses. Statistical significance was set
at a p-value below.05.

Two regression models were tested. Model 1 reported unadjusted standardized coefficients to explore the raw rela-
tionships between binge-watching and psychosocial outcomes. Model 2 included age and average daily screen-viewing
time as covariates to adjust for potential confounding factors and to provide a more controlled understanding of these
relationships.

Results

The total sample size for analyses was 2,267, including 1,228 males (M=12.05, SD=2.35) and 1,039 females (M=11.81,
SD=2.39) in the S1 Table. In total, 554 boys (45.1%) and 512 girls (49.3%) were classified as binge-watchers in this
study. Females reported more binge watching, anxiety, and poorer sleep quality than males.

In univariate linear regression analyses, binge-watching was significantly associated with all mental, social, and educa-
tional outcomes in both genders (p<.05), except for social support in males. Adjusted linear regression analyses revealed
that binge-watching was positively associated with depression, anxiety, stress, and loneliness while being negatively asso-
ciated with educational self-efficacy in both genders. Binge-watching was significantly associated with poor sleep quality in
males but not in females. For females, binge-watching was significantly negatively associated with social support, but not
for males in the S2 Table.

Discussion

This study discovered that binge-watching was associated with mental distress (depressive, anxiety, and stress symp-
toms), lower educational self-efficacy, and reduced social support among children and adolescents. The survey reported
nearly half of the students engaged in binge-watching in the past month, reflecting that binge-watching is quite common
among this population. These findings generally support our hypotheses and reveal interesting gender-specific patterns.
In particular, binge-watching was linked to poor sleep quality in males and lower levels of perceived social support in
females, which indicates different aspects of vulnerability. The study stands as one of the initial extensive investigations
which explore binge-watching relationships with various aspects of child and adolescent well-being.

This study revealed a negative correlation in both male and female populations. These findings match previous stud-
ies which demonstrated that binge-watching negatively affected academic performance and productivity [34—36] and
extend its potential effect on students’ beliefs and self-confidence in their ability to perform academic tasks. Although
evidence among children and adolescents remains limited, several studies with college students provide insight into
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potential mechanisms underlying this relationship. Binge-watching students may spend less time on academic prepa-
ration which results in time displacement [46]. Thus, binge-watching disturbs students’ ability to maintain study-life
balance and study plans [32,33]. Additionally, binge-watching may lead to academic procrastination [34] and cognitive
distraction [47]. These potential mechanisms should be tested in future studies in children and adolescents. Given that
Chinese culture emphasizes academic excellence, Chinese students are often subjected to considerable academic
pressure [48]. Low educational efficacy may further exacerbate such academic pressure; in turn, to escape from aca-
demic pressure, students may have more binge-watching [48,49]. These relationships should be examined in longitu-
dinal studies. Future work may also compare these relationships with Western cultures where academic excellence is
less emphasized.

We found that binge-watching was negatively associated with social support in females but not in males. This finding
suggests that binge-watching may have significant social implications for females, as it may reduce their time, opportuni-
ties, and effort for both online or offline interpersonal interactions and connections. Female binge-watchers may also be
more likely to be perceived as deviant and further isolate them from their significant others. In addition, binge-watching
may be a consequence of a lack of social support [50] and females have been consistently found to prioritize interper-
sonal relationships and help-seeking [51,52]. Qayyoum and Malik [38] also argued that social interaction can be a primary
motivation for females to engage in binge-watching. On the other hand, males may tend to fulfil their social needs through
online gaming instead of binge-watching. Thus, binge-watching did not significantly affect their social connection and
social support. Qualitative studies are needed to further explore this gender difference.

Binge-watching had positive associations with mental health issues in both male and female participants. The results
align with some previous studies that investigated college student and adult populations [18,26,53-55]. The study
suggests that continuous watching may fail to continuously generate feelings of satisfaction and gratification; instead,
binge-watching may act as a stressor and trigger negative emotions [56]. One possible explanation is that video content
and TV series on streaming platforms often contain emotionally intense content, such as dramatic or thrilling plots [57],
and prolonged exposure to such content can intensify emotional arousal and result in emotional instability and difficul-
ties in emotional regulation [20,58]. In addition, many short-form videos contain unrealistic life content which may lead to
watchers’ low life satisfaction and low self-esteem [59]. On the other hand, people with binge watching may have some
types of personalities, such as neuroticism, impulsivity, introversion, low self-esteem, and low conscientiousness [4], and
maladaptive coping [60]. These traits have been well documented to contribute to mental health problems [58,61,62].
Future work may test how these traits may interact with binge-watching and mental health. The use of qualitative inter-
views would gain deeper insight into the underlying mechanisms

It is interesting to find that binge-watching was significantly associated with poor sleep quality in males, but not
females, after adjusting for age and watching time. This contrasts with the previous findings, which indicated that sleep
disturbances were reported primarily by female binge-watchers [38]. Our result may be partly explained by the biological
differences in circadian rhythms. A recent study on adolescents found that males have a later melatonin onset and shorter
biological night compared to females, making them more vulnerable to sleep disruption from late-night screen use. In
contrast, females’ earlier circadian timing and longer biological night may protect them from the same effects, even with
similar binge-watching habits [63]. Gender differences in coping and motives may also explain the findings. Male watchers
reported higher escapism tendency than females [64]. In other words, males may be more likely to rely on binge-watching
to avoid stress, while females might have more effective coping strategies to mitigate the negative effects of binge-
watching on sleep quality. In addition, we did not measure watching habits; thus, we did not know whether male partic-
ipants tended to have a higher frequency of late-night viewing, which can disrupt their sleep patterns more significantly
than in females. Males may also tend to watch exciting scenes which can have significant impact on their sleep quality.
The potential moderation effects of watching habits and content should be tested to better understand the gender differ-
ences in the association between binge-watching and sleep quality.
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Practical implication

The results indicate that an urgent school-based screening and treatment to address binge-watching issues among
children and adolescents. Schools should integrate digital literacy education into curriculums to help students develop
healthy online habits and understand the risks of binge-watching [65]. Students may enhance their school experience
and well-being by promoting sport activities along with face-to-face social engagements, and diverse interest devel-
opment beyond binge-watching. Parents may provide better supervision to their children and establish shared family
rules which should be discussed with their children in order to reduce their binge-watching behaviours. High-quality
family time through outdoor activities, family trips or events and exploring natural environments can help build strong
parent-child relationships and provide healthy alternatives that prevent children from spending too much time watching
screens. At the policy level, the establishment of integrated addiction service centers may be an effective solution to
tackle various addictive behaviours within community, including substance use and various behavioural addictions (e.g.,
binge-watching, gambling, video gaming). These centers can function as professional hubs for sharing evidence-based
practices, offering specialized treatment services, and building cross-sector networks to support coordinated prevention
campaigns.

While evidence-based intervention for binge-watching is lacking, Cognitive Behavioural Therapy for addictive behav-
iors, like gaming disorder, has been examined to address impulsivity, anxiety, avoidance, and family and environmental
problems in patients, one study designed fourteen 90-minute sessions in a CBT group format, showing reduction in the
severity of IGD, impulsivity, and social avoidance [66]. Another growing attention is Collective Motivational Interviewing
(CMI) is a novel motivational intervention rooted in the evidence-based strategies and foundational spirit of Motivational
Interviewing (MI). It extends the motivational process by involving concerned significant others [67]. While CMI was initially
explored in the context of substance use populations with positive outcomes [68]. The approach may also hold promise for
adaptation to binge-watching and other forms of problematic digital media use. Group motivational interviewing may also
be an alternative for children and adolescents, which has been examined in children, adolescents, and emerging adults
with positive outcomes [69]. Future trials should test the efficacy of these interventions on binge-watching. In addition,
gender-specific awareness programmes for primary and secondary students are suggested to address potential negative
outcomes, as well as the underlying motivations and attitudes associated with binge-watching [70].

Limitations and future directions

First, our cross-sectional design hindered the development of causal relationships between variables. Second, the conve-
nience sampling approach increased selection bias and limited the generalizability of our findings since it might not account
for the variations in school-level differences. Future work may use stratified random sampling to ensure a more representa-
tive sample of the population and explore if there are any differences in binge-watching behaviors and their effects among
different school types or regions in Hong Kong. Third, instead of using a multi-constructs approach that considers various
factors, such as content types, episode consumption, viewing patterns, and related harms, the present study used an
inclusive definition of binge-watching by focusing on the duration of viewing time. However, we acknowledge the different
types of content (e.g., emotionally charged materials, sports, or comedy), and viewing formats (e.g., long-form episodes,
short videos, like reels) may have varying impacts on outcomes. Fourth, some potential confounding factors could affect
the research findings including parental supervision, self-regulations, or prior mental health conditions. Future longitudi-

nal studies should include these variables as controls to determine the exact effects observed in the present study. Fifth,
multiple outcomes measured in this study (depression, anxiety, stress, sleep quality, loneliness, social support, and edu-
cational self-efficacy) increased the chances of Type | errors from multiple comparison tests. The interpretation of results
should take into account possible significant inflation. Bonferroni correction may be applied to reduce this risk. In addition,
the binary (Yes/No) response to assess whether participants engaged in binge-watching in the past month while neglecting
to measure binge-watching frequency or intensity which might not accurately represent its impact on daily responsibilities
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(e.g., academic, social, or family life). The use of binary predictors may also reduce the statistical power. Furthermore,

the study used different time periods for measuring binge-watching behaviour over the past month and mental health
symptoms in the past week which might reduce the interpretive value of their association. Future studies should develop
and employ timeframe-matched, well-validated, and multi-item scales to validate our results. Qualitative interviews would
also provide valuable information on binge-watchers’ experiences to better understand the causes and consequences of
binge-watching. The findings of current study stem from Hong Kong Chinese children and adolescents because their high
digital consumption is facilitated by strong internet infrastructure, yet academic stress drives parents to stricter control their
children’s screen time, in turn, to poor children-parent relationships, which potentially intensifies binge-watching behaviors.
Similar socio-economic contexts, strong internet, and academic stress under strict parenting styles may also share compa-
rable findings in regions such as mainland China [71]. The results may not generalize to Western countries like the United
States and the United Kingdom, because these countries exhibit distinct cultural norms and parenting practices. A compar-
ative study across cultures could also enhance the external validity of the research findings.

Conclusion

In conclusion, our findings emphasize the correlation between binge-watching and mental, social, and educational out-
comes in children and adolescents with gender-specific impacts. These findings underscore the need for intervention and
educational programs focused on enhancing digital use literacy and managing screen time to reduce binge-watching and
promote youth well-being.
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