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Abstract: This study explored the interplay among maladaptive daydreaming (MD),
adverse childhood experiences (ACEs), and depressive symptom severity in Indian emerging
adults. A cross-sectional quantitative design was employed with 150 participants (aged 18-30
years) recruited via purposive convenience sampling through an online Google Forms survey.
Three validated self-report measures were administered: the Maladaptive Daydreaming Scale-
16 (MDS-16), the Patient Health Questionnaire-9 (PHQ-9), and the Adverse Childhood
Experiences Questionnaire (ACE-Q). Pearson correlations, multiple regression, and
bootstrapped mediation analysis (PROCESS Model 4; Hayes, 2022) were conducted using
IBM SPSS Statistics. Significant positive associations were found among all three constructs.
The combined regression model explained 62.7% of variance in depressive symptom scores.
ACEs emerged as the strongest predictor of depression and significantly partially mediated the
MD-depression pathway (Indirect Effect = .067, 95% Boot CI [.045, .094]). These findings
underscore the centrality of developmental history in understanding compulsive fantasy
engagement and its emotional sequelae, and point toward trauma-informed clinical approaches

for individuals presenting with both MD and depressive symptoms.
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1. Introduction

Spontaneous mental wandering constitutes an unremarkable feature of ordinary waking
consciousness, frequently serving adaptive ends such as creative ideation and affective
processing. However, for a clinically significant minority of individuals, this intrinsic cognitive
tendency intensifies into a pervasive, ego-dystonic preoccupation with elaborate fantasy,
interfering substantially with real-world functioning—a phenomenon identified in the
scholarly literature as maladaptive daydreaming (MD). Unlike normative mind-wandering,
MD is defined by its compulsive quality, the sustained immersion in richly constructed
imaginary scenarios, and the preservation of metacognitive awareness distinguishing fantasy
from reality. Physical repetitive behaviours and auditory stimuli such as music frequently
precede or accompany episodes. Qualitative analyses of experiential accounts have
demonstrated that fantasy engagement of this kind intensifies during periods of psychological
distress and becomes progressively entrenched within the individual's habitual regulatory
repertoire (Nowacki & Pyszkowska, 2024). A growing empirical literature has since linked
MD to clinically meaningful elevations in depression, anxiety, and dissociation (Soffer-Dudek
& Oh, 2024).

The consequences of MD extend across cognitive, affective, and interpersonal domains.
Sustained internal preoccupation with fantasy content impairs attentional regulation and
reduces engagement with productive tasks, while the affective experience is paradoxically
ambivalent: episodes are typically subjectively rewarding in the moment, yet are followed by
guilt and a diminished sense of satisfaction with real-life circumstances, thereby reinforcing
further escapist engagement. Longitudinal diary methodology has confirmed that within-
person elevations in MD correspond to concurrent increases in depressive mood and general
psychological distress (Soffer-Dudek & Somer, 2018). A comprehensive meta-analytic
synthesis aggregating data from approximately 25,000 participants across 40 independent
samples identified robust associations between MD and depression, anxiety, trauma-related
symptomatology, and dissociation, pointing toward shared aetiological mechanisms rather than
mere co-occurrence (Somer, Herscu, Samara, & Abu-Rayya, 2025).

The present investigation conceptualises depression dimensionally rather than

categorically, recognising that subthreshold symptom levels nevertheless generate genuine
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functional impairment. The affective core of depression comprises persistently low or empty
mood and anhedonia—a notable attenuation of interest in previously rewarding activities—
alongside cognitive distortions, ruminative ideation, impaired concentration, disrupted sleep,
and somatic changes. Research consistently demonstrates that individuals who score highly on
MD measures also report substantially elevated depressive symptoms (Soffer-Dudek & Oh,
2024), and that histories of early adversity are associated with a more severe, recurrent, and
treatment-resistant depressive course (Lippard & Nemeroff, 2020).

Adverse childhood experiences (ACEs)—encompassing physical, emotional, and
sexual abuse, neglect, domestic violence exposure, and household dysfunction occurring prior
to age eighteen—represent a well-established antecedent of both MD and depression.
Epidemiological evidence indicates that more than sixty percent of adults report at least one
ACE, with approximately one in six endorsing four or more, with disproportionate exposure
among women, ethnic minority groups, and those from lower socioeconomic strata (Merrick
et al., 2018). At the neurobiological level, chronic stress during developmentally sensitive
periods recalibrates hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal and immunological systems; prospective
longitudinal research has demonstrated that greater ACE burden predicts persistently elevated
inflammatory markers from childhood through adolescence, which in turn forecast higher
depressive symptom severity in young adulthood (lob et al., 2022). Psychologically, disrupted
early attachment relationships impair the acquisition of affective self-regulation capacities, and
adverse relational experiences consolidate negative self-referential schemas that heighten
susceptibility across multiple psychopathological domains.

Cross-national data indicate that specific subtypes of early adversity—most notably
emotional neglect and emotional abuse—predict distinct patterns of pathological fantasy
engagement, including memory-avoidant daydreaming and compensatory idealisation of
unmet relational needs (Somer, Abu-Rayya, & Brenner, 2021). Structural equation modelling
has further shown that the pathway from early trauma to MD is sequentially mediated by
dissociative absorption and internalised shame: traumatic experience amplifies immersive
dissociative states that deepen fantasy engagement, while shame motivates withdrawal into an
internal world experienced as safer than social reality (Ferrante, Marino, Guglielmucci, &
Schimmenti, 2020). Network-analytic approaches have additionally established that MD
occupies a central, bridging position within a symptom constellation encompassing depressive
affect, shame, and dysregulation, functioning as a transdiagnostic mechanism through which
early adversity becomes consolidated into enduring psychological distress (Pyszkowska,

Celban, Nowacki, & Dubiel, 2023). Collectively, these findings suggest that ACEs may operate
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as a mediating developmental variable, shaping both the propensity for compulsive fantasy
engagement and the severity of depressive symptomatology through shared pathways of
compromised regulatory functioning and negative self-representation. The present study seeks
to test this proposed mediational structure empirically among emerging adults in India,
addressing an existing gap in the literature and informing developmentally sensitive approaches
to psychological assessment and intervention.
1.1 Purpose and Significance of the Study

Despite a growing scholarly interest in maladaptive daydreaming as a clinically
meaningful construct, the developmental conditions that give rise to it remain poorly
understood. Existing research has examined its co-occurrence with depression and its
association with trauma in isolation, but no study to date has directly tested whether adverse
childhood experiences serve as an explanatory bridge between compulsive fantasy engagement
and depressive symptom severity. The present investigation addresses this gap by examining a
three-variable mediational model within a sample of emerging adults in India, a demographic
and geographic context that is notably underrepresented in the international literature on both
maladaptive daydreaming and ACEs. From a theoretical standpoint, establishing this
mediational pathway would advance understanding of how early developmental adversity
shapes not only affective outcomes but also the specific coping strategies that individuals carry
into adulthood. From a clinical standpoint, the findings hold direct relevance for psychological
assessment and intervention: practitioners working with individuals who present with
compulsive fantasy or depressive difficulties may benefit from routinely exploring
developmental history, and treatment approaches sensitive to early adversity may prove more
effective than standard protocols that do not account for these roots. The study therefore
contributes to both theory and practice by offering an integrated developmental account of the

relationship between maladaptive daydreaming and depression.

2. Methodology
2.1 Aim

The study aimed to examine the relationship between maladaptive daydreaming
frequency and depressive symptom severity, and to determine whether adverse childhood
experiences (ACEs) mediate this association, thereby shedding light on the developmental
pathways through which early life adversity may contribute to compulsive fantasy engagement

and negative affect in emerging adults.
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2.2 Objectives
The study was guided by the following specific objectives:
» To assess and describe the levels of maladaptive daydreaming, depressive symptoms,
and adverse childhood experiences within the study sample.
« To examine the association between the frequency and intensity of maladaptive
daydreaming and the severity of depressive symptoms.
» To investigate the relationship between maladaptive daydreaming frequency and the
severity of adverse childhood experiences.
« To explore the association between adverse childhood experiences severity and
depressive symptom severity.
» To test whether adverse childhood experiences severity mediates the relationship
between maladaptive daydreaming frequency and depressive symptom severity.
2.3 Hypotheses
« HO01: There is no statistically significant relationship between the frequency and
intensity of maladaptive daydreaming and the severity of depressive symptoms.
» H 02: Adverse childhood experiences do not significantly mediate the relationship
between maladaptive daydreaming frequency and depressive symptom severity.
« HO03: There is no statistically significant relationship between maladaptive
daydreaming frequency and the severity of adverse childhood experiences.
« H04: There is no statistically significant relationship between adverse childhood
experiences severity and depressive symptom severity.
2.4 Variables
Three psychological constructs constituted the analytical framework of this study. The
frequency and intensity of maladaptive daydreaming was positioned as the independent
variable, capturing the extent to which participants engaged in lengthy, compulsive, and
distressing episodes of vivid inner fantasy that disrupted daily functioning. Depressive
symptom severity served as the dependent variable, reflecting the current burden of affective,
cognitive, somatic, and motivational symptoms across a dimensional continuum. Adverse
childhood experience severity functioned as the mediator, representing cumulative exposure to
early developmental adversity, including emotional, physical, and sexual abuse; emotional and
physical neglect; and household-level dysfunction such as witnessing domestic violence,
parental substance misuse, parental mental illness, parental incarceration, and high-conflict

parental separation.
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2.5 Research Design and Sample

A cross-sectional, non-experimental quantitative design was adopted. Participants
comprised 150 adults aged 18-30 residing in India, recruited via social media and personal
networks through a Google Forms survey. Purposive convenience sampling was employed.
Inclusion criteria required: age between 18 and 30 years; English proficiency adequate for
comprehending and responding to questionnaire items; voluntary digital informed consent;
completion of the entire survey without omissions; and physical residence in India at the time
of data collection. Exclusion criteria included responses outside the designated age range,
incomplete submissions, duplicate entries, and a prior psychotic disorder diagnosis. The final
sample of 150 exceeded the minimum of 100 recommended by Hayes (2018) for achieving
adequate statistical power in bootstrapped mediation analyses.
Sample Characteristics (Figures 1-3)

Count of Age Count of Education Count of Sex

% 2
7 -
i
Postgraduate Male y
2% 30
13 Undergraduate Female
25 2
4 7 28
20 ) 1

Figures 1-3. Distribution of Age, Sex, and Educational Qualification (Source: Google

Forms)

2.6 Instruments

MDS-16 (Somer et al., 2017): A 16-item scale assessing MD on an 11-point scale (0 =
never, 10 = always); total scores range 0-160. Cronbach's alpha is consistently >= .90, with
confirmed construct validity via confirmatory factor analysis across diverse populations.

PHQ-9 (Kroenke et al., 2001): A 9-item measure of depressive symptom frequency
over the preceding two weeks, scored 0-3 per item (total 0-27). Internal consistency ranges
from .86-.89 across clinical and community samples. Items align directly with DSM-5 criteria
for major depressive disorder.

ACE-Q (Felitti et al., 1998): A 10-item binary questionnaire covering three abuse
categories, two neglect categories, and five household dysfunction categories; total scores
range 0-10. The instrument demonstrates strong test-retest stability and extensive predictive
validity across decades of epidemiological research.

2.7 Data Analysis
IBM SPSS Statistics and Hayes' (2018) PROCESS macro were used. Descriptive
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statistics characterised sample distributions. Pearson correlations examined bivariate
associations among the three constructs. Multiple regression assessed the independent
predictive contributions of MD and ACEs to depressive symptom severity simultaneously.
Mediation was formally tested using PROCESS Model 4, with bootstrapping across 5,000
resamples and 95% bias-corrected confidence intervals. The bootstrapped approach was
preferred over conventional causal-step frameworks as it does not assume normality of the
indirect effect's sampling distribution and produces more precise estimates consistent with
current best practice in psychological mediation research.

3. Results
Table 1. Descriptive Statistics of Study Variables (N = 150)
Descriptive Statistics

N Minimum Maximum Mean Std. Deviation
MD 150 0 121 76.89 29.343
PH 150 0 27 16.16 6.771
ACE 150 0 10 3.35 2.391
Valid N 150

(listwise)
Table 1 presents distributional properties across the 150 participants. MD scores (M =
76.89, SD = 29.34) indicated notably elevated fantasy engagement. Depressive symptoms (M
= 16.16, SD = 6.77) placed the sample within the moderate-to-moderately-severe range. ACE
scores (M = 3.35, SD = 2.39) reflected moderate cumulative early adversity. Adequate
variability across all measures confirmed sufficient heterogeneity for subsequent inferential

analyses.

Correlation Analysis

Table 2. Pearson Correlation Matrix (** p < .01, 2-tailed; N = 150)

MD PH ACE

MD Pearson Correlation 1 .648** .538**
Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .000
N 150 150 150

PH Pearson Correlation .648** 1 A32*%*
Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .000
N 150 150 150
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ACE Pearson Correlation 538** 732%* 1
Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .000
N 150 150 150

**_Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).

Table 2 presents bivariate Pearson correlations. A moderately strong positive
association was observed between MD and depressive symptoms (r = .648, p <.01). MD also
correlated significantly with ACEs (r = .538, p < .01). The strongest relationship emerged
between ACEs and depression (r = .732, p < .01), indicating that early adversity burden most
substantially co-occurs with depression severity. All inter-variable correlations were positive

and significant at the p < .01 level (2-tailed).
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Figure 4. Scatter Plots Depicting Correlational Relationships Among MD, PH, and ACE (N
= 150; dashed lines = regression lines; shaded bands = 95% CI; ** p <.001, 2-tailed)

Regression Analysis
Table 3. Model Summary (Predictors: MD, ACE; Dependent: Depressive Symptoms)

Model Summary

Model R R Square Adjusted R Std. Error of the Estimate
Square
1 7922 627 .622 4.164

a. Predictors: (Constant), MD, ACE
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Table 4. ANOVA Summary (Dependent Variable: Depressive Symptoms)
ANOVA

Model Sum of Squares df Mean Square F Sig.
1 Regression 4281.643 2 2140.821 123.484 .000p
Residual 2548.517 147 17.337
Total 6830.160 149

Table 5. Regression Coefficients (Dependent Variable: Depressive Symptoms)

Coefficients

Model B Std. Error Beta t Sig.
1 (Constant)  4.708 .956 4.923 .000
ACE 1.530 169 540 9.040 .000

MD .082 .014 357 5.971 .000

a. Dependent Variable: PH
Tables 3-5 collectively present the multiple regression results. The overall model was
highly significant (F(2,147) = 123.484, p < .001) and accounted for 62.7% of variance in
depression scores (R2 = .627, Adjusted R2 = .622). ACEs emerged as the relatively stronger
predictor (Beta = .540, p < .001), followed by MD (Beta = .357, p < .001), with both variables
contributing independently and meaningfully to the outcome variable.

Mediation Analysis
Table 6. Mediation Analysis: ACEs Mediating MD-Depression Pathway (PROCESS Model 4;
5,000 Bootstrap Resamples; Hayes, 2022)

Mediation Analysis — PROCESS Model 4 Output (Hayes, 2022)

Outcome Variable: ACE (Mediator)

Predictor coeff se(HC3) t p
constant -.0244 .3847 -.0635 .9495
MD .0438 .0049 8.9815 .0000

R =.538, Rz =.290, F(HC3) = 80.667, p < .001

Outcome Variable: PH (Depressive Symptoms)
Predictor coeff se(HC3) t p
constant 4.7081 1.2205 3.8575 .0002
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MD .0824 .0198 4.1553 .0001
ACE 1.5299 2917 5.2447 .0000

R =.792, R2=.627, F(HC3) = 79.397, p < .001
Indirect Effect of MD on PH via ACE (Bootstrap, 5000 samples)

Effect BootSE BootLLClI BootULCI
.0671 .0128 .0445 .0936

Direct Effect of MD  Effect = .0824 p =.0001 LLCI =.0432 ULCI=.1215
on PH

Table 6 presents the PROCESS Model 4 mediation output. In the first path, MD
significantly predicted ACEs (b = .044, p < .001), satisfying the predictor-to-mediator
condition. In the second path, ACEs significantly predicted depressive symptoms while
controlling for MD (b = 1.530, p < .001). The bootstrapped indirect effect was positive and
significant (Effect = .067, 95% Boot CI [.045, .094]), as the confidence interval excluded zero
entirely, confirming ACEs as a statistically significant mediator. The direct effect of MD on
depression remained significant after the mediator was introduced (b = .082, p < .001),
indicating partial rather than full mediation. All four null hypotheses were consequently

rejected.

Indirect effect (a x b): B = .067

95% Boot CI [.045, .094] — Significant

r  Non-significant path (p > .05)

—— Significant path (p < .001)

Figure 5. Mediation Path Diagram: MD --> ACE --> Depressive Symptoms. Path a
(MD>ACE): B =.044, p < .001; Path b (ACE>PH): B = 1.530, p <.001; Direct effect c¢'
(MD>PH): B =.082, p < .001. Indirect effect significant (B = .067, 95% Boot CI [.045,
.094]). *** p < .001.
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4. Discussion

Findings from this investigation consistently point to meaningful relationships among
maladaptive daydreaming (MD), adverse childhood experiences (ACEs), and depressive
symptomatology. Each analytical strand produced coherent, statistically robust results.

A substantial positive relationship emerged between MD and depression (r = .648, p <
.01), one that held independently after controlling for ACE burden (B = .357, p <.001). This
suggests that compulsive fantasy engagement carries its own psychological weight rather than
serving merely as a proxy for developmental history. Theoretically, while immersive fantasy
may initially offer temporary relief from distress, its sustained use likely entrenches avoidance-
oriented coping, erodes engagement with lived experience, and perpetuates the very emotional
pain it was intended to escape. Network-based analyses of psychopathology further suggest
MD occupies a structurally central role within symptom clusters, actively maintaining
depressive states rather than simply accompanying them.

MD was also meaningfully associated with ACE burden (r = .538, p <.01; b =.044, p
<.001). Early environments marked by relational neglect or emotional unavailability appear to
foster the development of fantasy as an internal refuge — a compensatory mechanism for
unmet developmental needs. Several intersecting processes contribute to this: dissociative
responses to trauma, shame-driven withdrawal from external engagement, compromised self-
regulation, and disrupted early attachment. When secure external relationships are absent,
internal imaginative worlds may serve as substitutes, though at significant psychological cost.

The strongest association observed was between ACEs and depression (r = .732, p <
.01; B = .540, p < .001). Together with MD, ACEs accounted for 62.7% of variance in
depressive symptom scores (R? = .627, F(2,147) = 123.484, p < .001). Prolonged early-life
stress appears to reconfigure neurobiological stress systems in ways that endure into adulthood
— including altered threat sensitivity and disrupted inflammatory regulation — rendering
individuals more vulnerable to persistent mood difficulties that tend to be more severe and less
treatment-responsive than depression without adversity histories.

Mediation analyses confirmed that ACEs partially explain the pathway from MD to
depressive symptoms (indirect effect = 0.067, 95% Boot CI [.045, .094], k = 5,000 resamples).
Given that the direct effect of MD on depression also remained significant (b =.082, p <.001),
partial mediation was established. This dual-pathway model captures both a developmental
dimension — where fantasy-rooted distress reflects unresolved early experience — and a

contemporaneous one, in which ongoing MD independently sustains depression through
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mechanisms such as sleep disruption, social withdrawal, and dissatisfaction with non-imagined
reality.

Clinically, these findings underscore the value of incorporating early developmental
assessment into formulations for individuals presenting with MD and depressive symptoms.
Trauma-sensitive and attachment-oriented approaches appear particularly suited to cases with
adversity-rooted fantasy. Simultaneously, the direct MD—depression link supports independent

screening for MD regardless of known trauma history.

5. Conclusion

This investigation examined the associations among maladaptive daydreaming
frequency, adverse childhood experiences, and depressive symptom severity in 150 Indian
emerging adults, and formally tested whether ACEs mediate the MD-depression relationship.
All four null hypotheses were rejected on the basis of accumulated statistical evidence.
Maladaptive daydreaming demonstrated a significant and independent positive association
with depressive symptom severity. Both constructs showed moderate and significant
associations with ACEs. Adverse childhood experiences emerged as the strongest predictor of
depressive outcomes within the study, producing the largest bivariate correlation (r =.732) and
the highest standardised regression coefficient (Beta = .540). Critically, ACEs were confirmed
as a statistically significant partial mediator of the MD-to-depression pathway, with a
bootstrapped indirect effect of .067 (95% CI [.045, .094]).

These findings collectively position MD not as an isolated psychological curiosity but
as a clinically meaningful phenomenon embedded within a developmental trajectory shaped
by early adversity and expressed in parallel with depressive psychopathology. The partial
mediation pattern affirms that ACEs constitute one important but not exclusive pathway
connecting compulsive fantasy to depressive outcomes, pointing simultaneously to the
developmental roots of the phenomenon and to the contemporaneous mechanisms through
which fantasy engagement sustains negative affect independently of early adversity history.
Future longitudinal, multivariate, and mixed-method designs will be essential for deepening
the mechanistic understanding of these relationships and for translating the present findings
into targeted clinical interventions. The present study contributes to an emerging literature by
integrating MD, ACEs, and depressive symptoms within a single explanatory framework and
offers a foundation for trauma-informed assessment and intervention approaches that address
the full developmental context of compulsive fantasy engagement and its psychological

consequences.
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