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Due to the rapid development of digital media, micro-dramas have emerged as an important channel for cultural consumption and social participation among the elderly due to their concise narrative, emotional intensity, and convenient interactivity. This study leverages the theory of active aging to explore the impact mechanisms of the content characteristics of digital micro-drama (narrativity, emotional resonance, and interactivity) on active aging among the elderly, introducing emotional engagement and social connectedness as mediating variables. The study employs a questionnaire survey and structural equation modeling method to conduct an empirical analysis on a sample of 705 elderly individuals from urban China. The results indicate that the narrativity, emotional resonance, and interactivity of digital micro-dramas positively influence the level of active aging; emotional engagement demonstrates partial mediation in this process; and social connectedness plays a mediating role in several pathways. Furthermore, emotional engagement and social connectedness may exert a chain mediation effect, further strengthening the potential impact of micro-dramas on active aging. This study reveals the role of digital micro-dramas, as an emerging cultural form, in promoting psychological health and social participation among the elderly, providing theoretical support and practical insights for advancing the active aging strategy and digital cultural services for the elderly.
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1 Introduction

Population aging has emerged as one of the most significant demographic changes of the 21st century, with the proportion of elderly populations rapidly increasing in both developed and developing countries (Nations, U, 2013; China: National Bureau of Statistics of China, 2021). According to the World Health Organization (WHO), the proportion of the global population aged 60 and above will nearly double between 2015 and 2050, growing from 12 to 22% (World Health Organization, 2023). Therefore, addressing the aging problem has become a global priority. Against this backdrop, active aging has been proposed as a holistic perspective, emphasizing the importance of maintaining physical health, psychological well-being, and active social participation during later years (Havighurst, 1961; Rowe and Kahn, 1997). According to the theory of aging activities, older adults can improve life satisfaction and slow functional decline by continuously participating in social, cognitive, and physical activities (Bowling, 2008).

In the internet era, the widespread adoption of digital media has provided unprecedented opportunities for older adults to maintain social connectedness and emotional vitality (Chen and Schulz, 2016; Cotten et al., 2013). According to a survey by the Pew Research Center, as of 2024, approximately 90% of adults aged 65 and above use the internet (Results, 2025). In China, by 2022, over 152 million people aged 60 and above were using the internet, accounting for 14.3% of all internet users (Zhou et al., 2024). Among them, 70.7% use mobile payment (Wu, 2024), 46.5% watch short videos daily, and 63.4% engage in digital social interactions (Cui et al., 2024). A large body of empirical research has shown that digital engagement can markedly alleviate symptoms of depression, enhance cognitive function, and improve the quality of life in later years (Choi et al., 2012; Chopik, 2016; Liu and Li, 2024). For example, data from the Health and Retirement Study in the United States indicated that digital social media communication can enhance perceived social support, thereby reducing feelings of loneliness and promoting subjective well-being (Zhang et al., 2021).

Digital micro-dramas (i.e., narrative short videos typically lasting no longer than 5 min) have been widely adopted by the elderly to promote social connectedness, enhance memory, and foster a sense of self-identity, highlighting the potential appeal of this medium for aging populations (Rios Rincon et al., 2022). Micro-dramas have gradually become part of the daily lives of older adults. According to WIRED, over 267 million elderly individuals in China use Douyin (the Chinese version of TikTok)(Higgins, 2023). In recent years, elderly content creators have also begun to emerge on short video platforms, reflecting a significant increase in the participation and visibility of older users within the digital media ecosystem (Tang et al., 2023). Micro-dramas are characterized by concise narratives, strong emotional resonance, and rich interactive features, which align with the viewing habits and cognitive preferences of elderly users (Gao et al., 2024; Qin, 2024). According to narrative gerontology, telling life stories can enhance self-identity, psychological resilience, and a sense of meaning in later life (Bohlmeijer et al., 2007; Stargatt et al., 2022). Related studies have also indicated that digital storytelling can improve emotional health among the elderly, enhance positive emotions, promote social participation, and contribute to active aging (Rios Rincon et al., 2022; Xu et al., 2023). The frequency of social media use in elderly populations with smaller social network scales has been found to have a significant negative correlation with negative emotions, suggesting that social media, to some extent, serves as a “compensatory social resource”(Kim and Fingerman, 2022). Additionally, media interactivity is considered a key feature behind user communication and engagement (Liu et al., 2022). For example, the interactive features in micro-dramas (such as comment sections, audience voting, and user-created derivative content) provide an important channel for fostering a sense of community and mutual recognition among viewers (Chen, 2024). Therefore, the rising popularity of digital micro-dramas among the elderly not only reflects their entertainment function but also highlights their unique value in promoting emotional health, social connectedness, and self-identity.

When exploring the relationship between digital media and elderly populations, it is important not only to focus on the instrumental functions and social participation aspects but also to recognize the core role of emotional engagement in social connectedness. According to the socioemotional selectivity theory (SST), as individuals age, their perception of the future becomes more constricted, leading them to prioritize emotional fulfillment and positive social interactions over mere information acquisition or social expansion (Carstensen, 1992). Digital media align with the motivational shift mechanism revealed by SST, offering immediate emotional satisfaction, low-barrier social interaction, and enhanced belonging, which meet the elderly’s core needs for positive emotions and social connectedness in later life (Nimrod, 2020b; Quan-Haase et al., 2017). Meanwhile, emotional engagement plays a significant role in fostering social connectedness and psychological health. Research has shown that emotional media experiences can stimulate more social interactions, thereby strengthening social support and interpersonal ties (Nabi and Myrick, 2019; Vorderer et al., 2004). Therefore, from the perspective of both the theories of active aging and socioemotional selectivity, emotional engagement is arguably not only an ancillary effect of digital media use but also a core mechanism for elderly individuals to maintain social connectedness, psychological health, and overall well-being.

Although scholarly attention has increasingly been focusing on digital media, existing research has focused on its impact on information acquisition, health management, and cognitive stimulation among elderly populations (Chai et al., 2024; Cotten et al., 2022). For example, some studies have found that internet use helps older adults access health and cultural information, improve attention and motor skills, and enhance cognitive reserves by alleviating depressive symptoms (Chen et al., 2024). Moreover, longitudinal studies have shown that elderly individuals who use the internet frequently are at lower risk of cognitive decline and have higher health literacy (Yu et al., 2022). Digital technology interventions have also demonstrated substantial improvements to attention, memory, and executive function in older adults (Chen et al., 2025). However, systematic research on how digital micro-dramas promote social connectedness and psychological health in the elderly through emotional engagement remains scarce. Existing studies have indicated that the use of digital social media can reduce feelings of loneliness and social isolation among older adults.(Liu and Li, 2024) Notwithstanding, its emotional engagement mechanisms remain underexplored. Moreover, in-depth empirical research on how the content characteristics of digital micro-dramas, such as interactivity, emotional resonance, and narrativity, influence elderly social connectedness and psychological health through emotional engagement is lacking. Therefore, investigating the mechanism by which emotional engagement in digital micro-drama content characteristics affects social connectedness and psychological health in the elderly has important theoretical and practical significance.

To further strengthen the theoretical foundation of this study, three content characteristics, namely narrativity, emotional resonance, and interactivity, were selected as key independent variables. These three elements constitute the core mechanisms through which digital narratives influence audience cognition and emotion. According to media psychology theory, narrative promotes cognitive immersion and meaning construction (Green and Brock, 2000), emotional resonance stimulates affective empathy and reflective thinking (Nabi and Green, 2014), and interactivity enhances participatory communication through real-time feedback and social presence (Sundar and Limperos, 2013). These three characteristics collectively reveal the integrated effects of digital micro-dramas across cognitive, emotional, and behavioral dimensions. Furthermore, this study employs emotional engagement and social connectedness as chained mediating variables, grounded in positive aging theory (Rowe and Kahn, 1997) and the social–emotional selection theory (Carstensen, 1992). Emotional engagement serves as a proximal psychological mechanism, reflecting the transformation of media experiences into emotional responses. In contrast, social connectedness serves as the distal social outcome, further transforming emotional engagement into social participation and well-being. The relationship between these two is supported by the theory of emotional contagion (Barsade, 2002) and the model of emotional social sharing (Rimé, 2009), which indicate that the social sharing of emotional experiences can enhance interpersonal bonds and social support. Therefore, the chained mediation model proposed in this study has a solid theoretical foundation. (Reviewer2-1).

Based on the above theories, this study aims to answer the following research questions:


	1. How do the content characteristics of digital micro-dramas (narrativity, emotional resonance, and interactivity) influence the level of active aging in older adults?

	2. What is the mediating role of emotional engagement between the content characteristics of digital micro-dramas and active aging in older adults?

	3. What is the mediating role of social connectedness in the impact of digital micro-drama content characteristics on active aging in older adults?



To address the above questions, this study constructs a research model of digital micro-drama content characteristics: emotional engagement–social connectedness–active aging. SPSS 26 was used to perform descriptive statistical analysis of the questionnaire data, and SmartPLS 4 was employed to test the model and reveal the relationships between the variables. By integrating perspectives from media psychology, gerontology, and communication studies, this research not only fills gaps in the existing literature but also provides empirical references and practical recommendations for designing culturally adaptive and emotionally resonant digital media content for older adults.



2 Research hypotheses and theoretical framework


2.1 Theoretical framework


2.1.1 Digital micro-drama content characteristics and active aging

Digital micro-dramas have rapidly emerged in recent years as a short, fast-paced, and tightly structured form of visual content on social media and video platforms, typically with an episode length of 1–5 min. They maintain audience engagement through continuous updates and progressive plot development (Reuters, 2024). These dramas often focus on everyday-life scenarios, such as family, neighborhood, health, and re-employment, combining emotional climaxes and resonance points to satisfy viewers’ emotional needs and enhance interactivity. This gives them wide appeal, especially among middle-aged and elderly audiences (Huang and Sun, 2011; Junxun, 2024; Yuan, 2024). By depicting relatable life situations and emotional tension, digital micro-dramas evoke empathy and emotional engagement from the viewers. Audiences not only resonate with the content but also tend to engage in social interactions through comments and shares, expanding their social connectedness and sense of belonging (Cohen, 2001; Green and Brock, 2000). Studies have shown that, with the proliferation of the internet and mobile media among the elderly, digital media can offer them “emotional compensation” and a “sense of social connectedness”(Sen et al., 2021). In East Asian contexts, including on Chinese video platforms, real-time synchronized comments (bullet comments) and timeline annotations transform “solo viewing” into a “shared experience,” effectively enhancing emotional resonance and group identity. This “micro-interaction” based on comments, likes, and bullet comments further boosts the sense of social presence and immersion, thus strengthening community belonging (Garcia et al., 2016; Zhou and Zhou, 2022). It can directly expand the weak-tie networks of the elderly, which aligns with the participation dimension of active aging (Chopik, 2016).

The WHO defines active aging as “the process of optimizing opportunities for health, participation, and security to enhance the quality of life in older age.” This multidimensional framework emphasizes not only physical health but also the ongoing participation of older adults in social, cultural, and public life (Paúl et al., 2012). Under the active aging framework, digital micro-dramas may serve as an important mediating variable in promoting the psychological health, social participation, and life satisfaction of the elderly population (Zhang et al., 2024). The densely packed plots and intense emotional design of micro-dramas can rapidly induce immersion and emotional peaks. Empirical research has shown that narrative content significantly increases audience engagement and willingness to share (Green et al., 2004; Kang et al., 2020). Accordingly, micro-dramas with positive themes or emotional resonance are more likely to evoke positive emotions in elderly viewers, encouraging them to share and discuss the storyline with others, thereby strengthening social connections (Zhang et al., 2024). According to social science research, strong social relationships significantly reduce the risk of mortality and improve physical and mental health. In contrast, feelings of loneliness increase the risks of heart disease, cognitive decline, and early death (House et al., 1988; Rook, 2015). Therefore, enhancing social connectedness and emotional engagement in the elderly through digital micro-dramas not only aligns with the “participation” and “security” dimensions of active aging but also potentially holds public health significance.

Building on existing research, the core content characteristics of micro-dramas can be further understood through three dimensions: narrativity, emotional resonance, and interactivity. First, narrativity is a fundamental attribute of audiovisual works. Narrative studies have indicated that stories with a complete structure and clear causality can enhance the viewer’s immersive experience and psychological involvement. This allows older adults to engage in “meaning-making,” namely, reflecting on their personal lives and achieving a sense of satisfaction (Green and Brock, 2000; Polkinghorne, 1991). Empirical research has also demonstrated that content with strong narrativity significantly boosts the audience’s tendency to think about and share the content (Igartua and Vega Casanova, 2016). Second, emotional resonance is a key driver of continuous viewer engagement. According to theories on emotion, emotional responses can directly influence individual attitudes and social interactions (Lazarus, 1991). For elderly groups, emotional expressions related to family, intergenerational communication, and similar themes can evoke strong emotional reactions, alleviating feelings of loneliness and increasing social support (Nabi and Green, 2014). Positive emotions also expand an individual’s social network, increasing opportunities for social participation (Fredrickson, 2001). Finally, digital media, in contrast to traditional audiovisual works, are characterized by interactivity. According to the uses and gratifications theory (Trowbridge, 1976), interactive features satisfy individuals’ need for self-expression and provide immediate social feedback. Studies have shown that “micro-interactions” based on comments, likes, and bullet comments can substantially enhance the viewer’s sense of social presence and group belonging (Wohn et al., 2011). For the elderly, such interactions not only break the limitations of offline socializing but also expand weak-tie networks and social capital (Zuo and Wang, 2023), further promoting active aging. In summary, this paper argues that the content characteristics of digital micro-dramas should be studied from the perspectives of narrativity, emotional resonance, and interactivity.

This study predicts that when micro-dramas feature stronger narrativity, higher emotional resonance, and richer interactive functions, older adults will exhibit improved psychological health, social participation, and life satisfaction—the core goals of active aging. Therefore, this study proposes the following hypotheses:

Hypothesis 1a (H1a): The narrativity of digital micro-dramas positively influences the level of active aging in elderly individuals.Hypothesis 1b (H1b): The emotional resonance of digital micro-dramas positively influences the level of active aging in elderly individuals.Hypothesis 1c (H1c): The interactivity of digital micro-dramas positively influences the level of active aging in elderly individuals.




2.1.2 Digital micro-drama content characteristics and emotional engagement

Emotional engagement is the emotional investment, emotional arousal, and inner resonance experienced by individuals during media consumption, with its core being the emotional connectedness established between the user and the media content (Hollebeek et al., 2014; Nabi and Green, 2014). In the digital environment, short-duration, high-density narrative forms, such as digital micro-dramas, have become an important medium for promoting emotional engagement due to their narrativity, emotional resonance, and interactivity.

Narrativity enhances emotional engagement through “narrative transportation” and “narrative involvement.” The theory of narrative transportation suggests that when individuals become immersed in a well-structured and engaging narrative, their attention, emotions, and cognition are “transported” into the story context, thereby enhancing emotional experiences and altering attitudes and behaviors (Green and Brock, 2000; Gerrig, 1993). Further, the narrative involvement model emphasizes that narrative coherence, character understanding, and mental imagery collectively shape the audience’s emotional participation (Busselle and Bilandzic, 2009; Slater and Rouner, 2002). Digital micro-dramas, 1–5 min long, rapidly achieve immersion through “hooked” openings, conflict tension, and emotional twists, which aligns with existing research that has indicated that even short narratives can trigger marked transportation and emotional responses (Igartua and Vega Casanova, 2016; Laer et al., 2014). Emotional resonance is a key driver of sustained participation. According to appraisal–arousal-oriented emotion theory, content that triggers high-arousal positive emotions, such as warmth, joy, and admiration, is more likely to shorten psychological distance and amplify the intensity of participation (Nabi and Green, 2014; Scherer, 2001). Discrete emotion research and the emotional persuasion model have suggested that empathy and character identification induced by narratives increase attention, memory, and willingness to share (Cohen, 2001; Nabi and Green, 2014). Platform data and empirical studies have also found that content that triggers high-arousal positive emotions is more likely to be shared and discussed (Berger and Milkman, 2012). For elderly populations, this mechanism aligns closely with SST: as their perception of future time narrows, older adults tend to prefer emotionally significant and intimate experiences (Carstensen et al., 1999; Carstensen et al., 2006). Therefore, micro-dramas focusing on family, intergenerational interaction, and elderly life are more likely to evoke emotional engagement and sharing. Interactivity enhances and amplifies emotional engagement through social presence, agency, and social sharing. The MAIN (Modality, Agency, Interactivity, Networkedness) model posits that the modalities (Modality), agency (Agency), interactivity as a source of agency (Interactivity), and networkedness (Networkedness) of digital media collectively shape the psychological heuristics for participation (Sundar, 2008a; Sundar and Limperos, 2013). “Micro-interactions,” such as bullet comments, reviews, and likes, create immediate emotional co-presence and feedback during viewing, enhancing social presence and belonging (Lombard and Ditton, 1997; Short et al., 1976). Additionally, social sharing effects extend emotions (Rimé, 2009). Relevant studies have also shown that interactive features on OTT platforms enhance emotional engagement and platform stickiness (Ajith et al., 2025), whereas character identification and para-social relationships further promote emotional participation (Eyal and Cohen, 2006; Tukachinsky and Stever, 2019).

In summary, narrativity enhances emotional arousal through narrative transportation and involvement, emotional resonance strengthens emotional engagement through discrete positive emotions and empathy, and interactivity maintains and amplifies emotional involvement through social presence and social sharing. Therefore, this study proposes the following hypotheses:

Hypothesis 2a (H2a): The narrativity of digital micro-dramas has a significant positive impact on emotional engagement.Hypothesis 2b (H2b): The emotional resonance of digital micro-dramas has a significant positive impact on emotional engagement.Hypothesis 2c (H2c): The interactivity of digital micro-dramas has a significant positive impact on emotional engagement.




2.1.3 Digital micro-drama content characteristics and social connectedness

Social connectedness is typically defined as an individual’s subjective experience of connection and belonging with others, groups, and society and serves as an important psychosocial resource for health and well-being in later life. This concept is often operationalized in psychometrics using the Social Connectedness Scale, emphasizing the sustained experience of “being connected/accepted”(Lee and Robbins, 1995). Existing research has shown that both the quantity and quality of social relationships are closely associated with mortality risk, mental health, and life quality (Holt-Lunstad et al., 2010; National Academies of Sciences and Medicine, 2020). The social integration–health model further suggests that social networks, through psychological mechanisms (such as belonging, meaning, and perceived support), and physiological pathways (such as stress responses and inflammation) collectively influence health outcomes (Berkman et al., 2000; Cohen and Wills, 1985; Uchino, 2006). Therefore, any media content and mechanisms that promote social connectedness are particularly meaningful for elderly individuals.

Mechanistically, narrative transportation and immersion allow viewers to quickly “enter the story world,” fostering shared situational experiences and character identification. This process enhances empathy and social processing, which are associated with stronger social connectedness and a better understanding of others (Busselle and Bilandzic, 2009; Green and Brock, 2000; Laer et al., 2014). Research has indicated that character identification and empathy, triggered by narratives, help improve prosocial attitudes and interpersonal understanding (Johnson, 2012; Mar and Oatley, 2008). The rapid immersion and densely packed plots of digital micro-dramas stimulate user interaction within social networks, thus enhancing social capital and promoting the formation of shared conversation topics and narrative cues in family chats and social circles. This contributes to the generation and consolidation of bridging and bonding social capital (Ellison et al., 2007; Putnam, 2000). Regarding the mechanism underlying social connectedness, emotional resonance is not only an important precondition for emotional engagement but also key to maintaining social relationships. Emotional resonance can promote group cohesion and social belonging through emotional synchrony and shared affective experiences (Barsade, 2002; Páez et al., 2015). Emotional contagion theory posits that positive emotions triggered by media content spread through social interactions, fostering prosocial interactions and social connectedness (Hatfield et al., 1993). In the context of micro-dramas, this resonance is often triggered by narratives centered around family, affection, and intergenerational interaction. As a result, the psychological distance between the audience and the characters is shortened, which provides an emotional “common language” for subsequent social exchanges. Interactivity is the key content feature that connects these psychological processes with social outcomes. Media interactivity activates social motivations through perceived responsiveness and bidirectionality (Liu and Shrum, 2002). The MAIN model and social presence theory suggest that when users experience a sense of “others being present,” relational participation and social exchange are enhanced (Lombard and Ditton, 1997; Sundar, 2008b; Sundar and Limperos, 2013). In Eastern platforms, bullet comments and on-screen comments transform solitary viewing into a shared viewing experience, substantially improving social presence, belonging, and sustained engagement. These micro-interactions can rapidly create small connections during short viewing sessions (Hamilton et al., 2014; Hilvert-Bruce et al., 2018). Such interactive mechanisms align with the evidence from information and communication technology (ICT) interventions for the elderly. ICT interventions targeting older adults can alleviate social isolation, enhance social support, and stimulate interest in participation in the short term (Chen and Schulz, 2016; Leist, 2013). The use of digital social technologies by elderly individuals is associated with better subjective health, less depression, and higher life satisfaction (Chopik, 2016; Heo et al., 2015; Nowland et al., 2018).

In summary, the narrativity of digital micro-dramas promotes empathy and social understanding through narrative transportation and character identification (Busselle and Bilandzic, 2009; Green and Brock, 2000; Johnson, 2012; Laer et al., 2014; Mar and Oatley, 2008). Likewise, emotional resonance strengthens social sharing and relationship maintenance through emotional synchrony and emotional contagion (Barsade, 2002; Hatfield et al., 1993; Páez et al., 2015). Finally, interactivity, by relying on social presence and real-time feedback, transforms into group-based interaction, thereby enhancing social connectedness and a sense of belonging (Chen and Schulz, 2016; Hilvert-Bruce et al., 2018; Liu and Shrum, 2002; Lombard and Ditton, 1997; Nowland et al., 2018; Sundar, 2008a; Sundar and Limperos, 2013). Accordingly, this study proposes the following hypotheses:

Hypothesis 3a (H3a): The narrativity of digital micro-dramas has a significant positive impact on social connectedness in elderly individuals.Hypothesis 3b (H3b): The emotional resonance of digital micro-dramas has a significant positive impact on social connectedness in elderly individuals.Hypothesis 3c (H3c): The interactivity of digital micro-dramas has a significant positive impact on social connectedness in elderly individuals.




2.1.4 Emotional engagement and active aging

Emotional engagement is widely recognized as an important psychological mechanism for active aging, promoting elderly individuals’ mental health, social participation, and overall life satisfaction (Ryff and Singer, 2008; Yen et al., 2022). SST suggests that, as the perception of future time shortens, older adults tend to prioritize activities and relationships with emotional significance to optimize positive emotional experiences and enhance well-being (Carstensen, 1992; Carstensen et al., 1999). This selective emotional engagement not only reduces negative emotional experiences but also strengthens psychological resilience, playing an adaptive role in the process of active aging (Carstensen, 2006).

In the context of digital media, the forms of emotional engagement are becoming increasingly diversified. Research has indicated that digital content that evokes strong emotional reactions in older adults not only helps enhance their sense of meaning in life but also increases their willingness to engage in social activities (Fredrickson, 2004; M and Blanchard-Fields, 2012). This process aligns with Fredrickson’s broaden-and-build theory, which suggests that positive emotions can expand an individual’s thinking and action reserves and, gradually, build lasting psychological and social resources. In other words, emotional engagement can transform brief emotional experiences into long-term social integration and personal growth resources (Hughes et al., 2008). Moreover, a large body of empirical research has demonstrated that emotional engagement has a positive impact on elderly individuals’ health behaviors. Positive emotional states not only increase compliance with exercise, dietary management, and chronic disease self-regulation but also reduce feelings of loneliness and depression (Chopik, 2016; Pressman and Cohen, 2005). Additionally, emotional engagement obtained through digital leisure and interaction can enhance elderly individuals’ social identity, sense of belonging, and collective efficacy, all of which are considered important psychosocial drivers of active aging (Barbosa Neves et al., 2017; Liu and Li, 2024).

In summary, emotional engagement, as a core psychological driver of active aging, operates multi-dimensionally, spanning emotional regulation, cognitive maintenance, social interaction, and health behaviors. In the context of emerging media, such as digital micro-dramas, emotional engagement not only enhances elderly individuals’ immediate emotional experiences but also promotes social connectedness and strengthens psychological capital. As such, the following hypotheses are proposed:

Hypothesis 4 (H4): Emotional engagement has a significant positive impact on active aging in elderly individuals.




2.1.5 Social connectedness and active aging

Social connectedness is a critical pillar of active aging. It provides emotional support and enhances psychological health and life satisfaction through interaction (Haslam et al., 2018). In its framework for active aging, the WHO explicitly states that health, participation, and security are the three pillars for promoting successful aging, with social participation and social support being key pathways to achieving these goals (World Health Organization, 2002). Research has shown that social connectedness not only improves the psychological health, life satisfaction, and overall well-being of older adults but also significantly reduces disease risk and delays functional decline through behavioral, psychological, and physiological mechanisms (Holt-Lunstad, 2022). Stable and rich social ties can improve the health levels and quality of life of elderly individuals by buffering stress, providing emotional and instrumental support, promoting healthy behaviors, and enhancing cognitive stimulation (Cohen and Wills, 1985).

Social identity and the perspective of “social healing” highlight the importance of group belonging and shared identity. By enhancing individuals’ sense of belonging, self-worth, and collective support, this group embedding not only alleviates feelings of loneliness but also significantly improves psychological health and social participation (Haslam et al., 2018). Strengthening social identity through collective embedding enhances an individual’s social capital, giving elderly individuals a more solid sense of security and belonging and allowing them to adapt better to age-related challenges (Cruwys et al., 2013). Meanwhile, the expansion of social networks can also enhance information exchange, the ability to access social resources, cultural participation, and intergenerational interaction, all of which influence active aging (Panzarasa et al., 2020). In the digital context, online social tools provide new dimensions and opportunities for social connectedness among older adults. Empirical studies have shown that the active use of social media, video calls, and other online communication tools by elderly individuals is significantly correlated with reduced feelings of loneliness, improved subjective well-being, and better self-rated health. This effect is mainly achieved through the reduction of loneliness and the enhancement of social support (Chopik, 2016). Digital platforms not only offer cross-space social interactions but also strengthen social belonging through interaction, sharing, and emotional resonance, enabling elderly individuals to receive psychological and social resource support even in virtual environments (Gao et al., 2024). Further research has indicated that the combination of structural support (such as community participation opportunities) and functional support (such as perceived support and belonging) can maximize the protective effect of social connectedness on elderly health and well-being (Chen and Zhang, 2022; Iqbal et al., 2025).

In summary, social connectedness exerts a significant influence on active aging through multiple pathways. On one hand, it alleviates psychological stress and reduces loneliness by providing emotional and instrumental support. On the other hand, it enhances well-being and life satisfaction by strengthening group belonging and social identity. Moreover, digital social tools further expand the space and opportunities for social participation, providing an important avenue for elderly individuals to gain social capital and psychological resources. Based on this, the following research hypotheses are proposed:

Hypothesis 5 (H5): Social connectedness has a significant positive impact on active aging in elderly individuals.




2.1.6 Emotional engagement and social connectedness

Emotional engagement refers to the emotional investment and resonance that individuals experience during media consumption. It is a crucial psychological mechanism for facilitating social connectedness (Vorderer et al., 2004). Emotional engagement is not only an internal psychological experience but also promotes interpersonal social connectedness by stimulating empathy, emotional resonance, and shared memories (Nabi and Green, 2014). In digital narrative environments, such as short videos and micro-dramas, viewers’ emotional responses are often characterized by strong emotional reactions to the plot and characters. This emotional investment can transcend the boundaries between reality and the virtual world, enhancing viewers’ willingness to interact and their sense of social connectedness (Slater et al., 2014). This phenomenon aligns with the theory of narrative immersion, which emphasizes that emotional media experiences encourage viewers to deeply immerse themselves in characters and social contexts, thereby improving interpersonal understanding and relationship building (Green and Brock, 2000).

Psychological research has revealed two primary pathways through which emotional engagement facilitates social connectedness. The first is the emotional resonance pathway, where viewers experience emotional synchronization during media consumption, thereby strengthening group belonging and social identity (Cheong et al., 2023; Decety and Jackson, 2004). Studies have shown that emotional synchronization and shared emotional experiences significantly enhance group cohesion and social trust (Nummenmaa et al., 2012). The second pathway is social sharing, where Rimé’s theory of emotional social sharing suggests that individuals tend to share their emotional experiences with others, either face-to-face or on online platforms. This sharing not only spreads emotions but also facilitates the formation of social support networks (Rimé, 2009). Existing research has indicated that when media content evokes emotional resonance, it often triggers more social interactions, thereby increasing social capital and interpersonal connections (Oh et al., 2014). In elderly populations, the relationship between emotional engagement and social connectedness is particularly important. As individuals age, their social networks often shrink due to retirement, physical decline, or the loss of a spouse, making elderly people more reliant on emotional interactions to maintain social connectedness (Carstensen et al., 1999). Studies have shown that positive emotional experiences can alleviate feelings of loneliness and isolation, thereby enhancing psychological health and life satisfaction in older adults (Pinquart and Sörensen, 2000). Positive emotional experiences gained through digital media not only help maintain existing social relationships but also facilitate the establishment of new social bonds (Nimrod, 2020a). Furthermore, emotional media content often revolves around themes of family, friendship, and intergenerational relationships, providing common ground for older adults and younger generations. This becomes an important bridge for cross-generational communication and social cohesion (Williams and Nussbaum, 2013). Empirical studies have also revealed that, after engaging in emotionally interactive digital activities, elderly individuals report a significant increase in subjective well-being and sense of social belonging (Chopik, 2016).

In summary, in the context of digital micro-dramas, emotional engagement is not only an aesthetic experience but also a crucial psychological driver of social connectedness and social capital. It fosters social integration within the elderly population through emotional resonance and social sharing mechanisms and plays a bridging role in intergenerational communication (Putnam, 2000). Therefore, this study proposes the following hypotheses:

Hypothesis 6 (H6): Emotional engagement has a significant positive impact on social connectedness in elderly individuals.




2.1.7 Mediating effect of emotional engagement on social connectedness

Based on the previous hypotheses, it is suggested that the narrativity of digital micro-dramas enhances emotional arousal, emotional resonance strengthens emotional engagement by triggering empathy, and interactivity maintains emotional involvement through social feedback and presence, thereby increasing the level of active aging (Hypotheses H2a, H2b, H2c). The sequential relationship between emotional involvement and social connectedness can be explained by the theory of emotional contagion and the model of emotional social sharing (Rimé, 2009). Emotional involvement during media exposure triggers affective resonance and emotional synchrony, thereby promoting interpersonal communication and social understanding (Nummenmaa et al., 2012). When individuals develop strong emotional engagement with narrative content, they are more inclined to share this experience, which enhances relational intimacy and group identification (Barsade, 2002; Nabi and Myrick, 2019). Among older adults, this “emotion–society” pathway aligns with the social emotion selection theory (Carstensen et al., 1999), which posits that positive emotional experiences are crucial in maintaining and deepening meaningful social relationships. Thus, emotional engagement not only directly promotes well-being but also indirectly advances positive aging by strengthening social connectedness. (Reviewer2-3)Building upon this foundation, this study further posits that emotional engagement and social connectedness may form a chain mediation mechanism in the process through which digital micro-dramas influence active aging. Specifically, emotional engagement not only directly enhances elderly individuals’ subjective well-being and life satisfaction but also promotes active aging by strengthening social connectedness (Hypothesis H6). Based on the aforementioned theoretical framework and empirical evidence, this study hypothesizes that emotional engagement and social connectedness may jointly act to exert a chain mediation effect. By promoting social connectedness, emotional engagement indirectly enhances the level of active aging. Therefore, the following hypothesis is proposed:

Hypothesis 7a (H7a): Emotional engagement mediates the relationship between the narrativity of digital micro-dramas and active aging in elderly individuals.Hypothesis 7b (H7b): Emotional engagement mediates the relationship between the emotional resonance of digital micro-dramas and active aging in elderly individuals.Hypothesis 7c (H7c): Emotional engagement mediates the relationship between the interactivity of digital micro-dramas and active aging in elderly individuals.Hypothesis 7d (H7d): Social connectedness mediates the relationship between the narrativity of digital micro-dramas and active aging in elderly individuals.Hypothesis 7e (H7e): Social connectedness mediates the relationship between the emotional resonance of digital micro-dramas and active aging in elderly individuals.Hypothesis 7f (H7f): Social connectedness mediates the relationship between the interactivity of digital micro-dramas and active aging in elderly individuals.Hypothesis 7g (H7g): Emotional engagement and social connectedness jointly mediate the relationship between the narrativity of digital micro-dramas and active aging in elderly individuals.Hypothesis 7h (H7h): Emotional engagement and social connectedness jointly mediate the relationship between the emotional resonance of digital micro-dramas and active aging in elderly individuals.Hypothesis 7i (H7i): Emotional engagement and social connectedness jointly mediate the relationship between the interactivity of digital micro-dramas and active aging in elderly individuals.





2.2 Research model

This study’s conceptual model integrates the emotion–society mechanism with the positive aging theoretical framework. As shown in Figure 1, narrative quality, emotional resonance, and interactivity are regarded as the primary content characteristics influencing older audiences’ psychological responses. Narrative quality provides cognitive pathways, promoting immersion and meaning construction; emotional resonance elicits empathy and emotional arousal; and interactivity enhances participatory experiences through real-time feedback and social presence. Emotional engagement serves as the first-stage mediating variable, representing the internal psychological mechanism through which media experiences influence emotional states. Social connectedness functions as the second-stage mediating variable, reflecting the transformation of emotional experiences into social integration and active participation. This hierarchical structure aligns with emotion regulation theory (Gross, 2002) and social connection theory (Lee and Robbins, 1995), which posit that emotional engagement precedes and facilitates social bonding. Consequently, the constructed model reflects the dynamic psychosocial mechanisms through which digital media experiences influence positive aging. (Reviewer2-2).
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FIGURE 1
 Model of the impact of digital micro-drama content characteristics on active aging.





3 Methodology


3.1 Data collection

This study developed the final questionnaire based on literature analysis, open-ended surveys, and multiple interviews. To ensure the questionnaire items were easy to understand, a pre-test was conducted with 25 elderly participants before the official survey. The official survey was designed and distributed using the professional online platform Wenjuanxing (wjx.cn), employing a random sampling method to survey individuals who met the target criteria. The participants were limited to elderly individuals aged 60 and above from mainland China who had previously watched digital micro-dramas.

Data were collected from June to July 2025, with a total of 750 questionnaires distributed and 750 returned. After data cleaning, 45 invalid questionnaires were excluded based on the following criteria: unusually short completion time, significant missing responses or repeated answers, logical contradictions in response options (e.g., all questions in the same scale answered identically), and responses that appeared unrealistic or randomly answered. A total of 705 valid questionnaires were retained. According to the sample size guidelines proposed by Kline (the required sample size should be at least 10 times the number of measurement items) (Kline, 2023), this study’s questionnaire utilized 24 measurement items, which means the required sample size should be at least 240. The actual valid sample size of 705 exceeds this minimum requirement, fully satisfying the needs for subsequent data analysis.

Notably, all participants in this study were seniors aged 60 and above who had previously watched digital micro-shorts; the sample did not include non-viewers. This research design aimed to ensure respondents possessed a fundamental understanding of the studied media format, enabling more accurate evaluations of its content characteristics and psychological effects. Among the initial 750 participants, approximately 81% of respondents indicated that they watched digital micro-shorts at least once per week, demonstrating high usage frequency and engagement with this medium among the elderly population. This finding corroborates the recent trend of active participation by older adults in consuming digital short-form content, particularly when such content carries strong emotional and social resonance (Chopik, 2016; Nimrod, 2020a, 2020b). Future research may consider including non-viewer groups in the sample to compare psychological and social outcomes across different levels of media exposure (Reviewer1-1).



3.2 Scale design

The six core variables involved in this study (narrativity, emotional resonance, interactivity, emotional engagement, social connectedness, and active aging) are all measured using established scales. As listed in Table 1, the scale items for each variable are primarily adapted from mature studies in the respective fields and have been revised and optimized to fit the specific context and target population of this research. All scale items use a 7-point Likert scale for measurement, where 1 represents “Strongly Disagree” and 7 represents “Strongly Agree” to assess the strength of the respondents’ attitudes.


TABLE 1 Questionnaire items and their sources.


	Variables
	Number
	Items
	Sources

 

 	Narrativity (NA) 	NA1 	These digital micro-dramas have a compact storyline with a clear structure. 	Busselle and Bilandzic (2009); Cohen (2001); Green and Brock (2000)


 	NA2 	The story structure is coherent and complete, flowing naturally, which makes it easy for me to understand.


 	NA3 	The story often features unexpected plot twists.


 	NA4 	The beginning of the story is highly engaging, making me eager to continue watching.


 	Emotional resonance (ER) 	ER1 	The beginning of the story is highly engaging, making me eager to continue watching. 	Bilandzic et al. (2019); Davis (1983)


 	ER2 	These contents frequently bring me feelings of joy or pleasure.


 	ER3 	I tend to empathize with the characters in the story (feeling nervous, happy, etc., for them).


 	ER4 	After watching, I often find myself reflecting on the plot or thinking about its meaning.


 	Interactivity (IN) 	IN1 	I can easily comment, like, send bullet comments, or interact through private messages. 	Gomez-Uribe and Hunt (2016); Sundar and Limperos (2013)


 	IN2 	I use interactive features, such as branching story choices, autoplay, and speed adjustments.


 	IN3 	I can easily use the platform’s sharing function to interact.


 	IN4 	I participate in interactive activities on the platform’s community, such as storyline voting, discussions, and creating derivative content.


 	Emotional engagement (EE) 	EE1 	While watching, I often immerse myself completely and care about the development of the plot. 	Busselle and Bilandzic (2009); Green and Appel (2024)


 	EE2 	The storyline makes me experience emotional fluctuations (such as tension, anticipation, surprise).


 	EE3 	I develop an emotional attachment to my favorite characters or scenes.


 	EE4 	I look forward to the next episode or seek out similar micro-dramas to watch.


 	Social connectedness (SC) 	SC1 	By watching micro-dramas, I have made new friends or expanded my social circle. 	Derrick et al. (2009); Scheibe et al. (2022)


 	SC2 	I can receive support and responses from others in the comment section or group chats.


 	SC3 	I have more topics to discuss with people who share similar interests, and we interact frequently.


 	SC4 	My online interactions often extend to offline social activities.


 	Active aging (AA) 	AA1 	Recently, I have become more proactive about health management and life goals. 	Dong et al. (2023); Stargatt et al. (2022); Tsai et al. (2024)


 	AA2 	I enjoy participating in family, community, or online activities.


 	AA3 	Lately, I am more willing to learn digital skills (such as mobile payments, video calls) to maintain social connectedness.


 	AA4 	I am more motivated to make long-term life plans (such as travel, volunteer work).




 



3.3 Data analysis

This study used SPSS 26 (IBM, USA) and SmartPLS 4 (SmartPLS GmbH, Germany) software for data processing and analysis. SmartPLS 4 was chosen primarily for its robust support for complex structural equation modeling (SEM), extensive modeling capabilities, and clear presentation of results. These features make it well-suited for testing the relationships between digital micro-drama content characteristics, emotional engagement, social connectedness, and active aging, as outlined in the research model.

The specific analysis process is as follows: first, descriptive statistics of the sample’s demographic characteristics, such as gender, age, and education level, were conducted using SPSS 26 to comprehensively understand the sample distribution. Next, the measurement model was evaluated using SmartPLS 4, testing the outer loadings, Cronbach’s Alpha, composite reliability (CR), and average variance extracted (AVE) to verify the reliability and validity of the scale. Finally, in the structural model evaluation and hypothesis testing phase, the Bootstrap sampling method in SmartPLS 4 was used to test the significance of path coefficients, and the model’s explanatory and predictive power was assessed using indicators such as R2 and Q2, thereby strengthening the empirical support for the relationships between variables and the theoretical hypotheses.




4 Results


4.1 Demographic characteristics of the respondents

Descriptive statistical analysis was conducted on 705 valid questionnaires, and the results are listed in Table 2. Notably, 52.62% of the respondents are male and 47.38% are female, with a relatively balanced gender ratio (MobTech, 2020). In terms of age distribution, the 60–65 age group accounts for 20.3%, whereas the 65–70 age group comprises 17%. These two age groups have higher proportions of respondents, reflecting that the sample is primarily composed of the elderly (Wu and Wen, 2023). Regarding education level, a large proportion of respondents have middle school or lower education, with 30.92% having completed middle school and 28.51% having primary school education. The percentage of respondents with higher education, such as college or university degrees, is relatively low, at 14.04 and 6.53%, respectively, indicating that the overall education level of the sample is on the lower side. Marital status shows a diverse distribution, with 22.27% being divorced, 20.99% married, 19.01% unmarried, and 16.88% widowed, reflecting the diversity in marital status within the elderly population. Regarding living arrangements, the majority of respondents live with relatives or friends (19.15%), followed by those living alone (16.74%), with children (16.03%), or with spouses (15.60%), showing the variety in living choices. Overall, the sample in this study is representative in terms of gender, age, education level, marital status, and living arrangements, providing a solid foundation for subsequent research.


TABLE 2 Demographic characteristics of respondents (sample size n = 705).


	Category
	Items
	Frequency
	Proportion

 

 	Gender 	Female 	334 	47.376


 	Male 	371 	52.624


 	Age (in years) 	60–65 	143 	20.3


 	65–70 	120 	17.0


 	70–75 	115 	16.3


 	75–80 	125 	17.7


 	80–85 	112 	15.9


 	>85 	90 	12.8


 	Education 	Elementary School 	201 	28.511


 	Middle School 	218 	30.922


 	High School 	123 	17.447


 	Junior College 	99 	14.043


 	Undergraduate 	46 	6.525


 	Graduate and Above 	18 	2.553


 	Marital status 	Unmarried 	134 	19.007


 	Married 	148 	20.993


 	Divorced 	157 	22.270


 	Widowed 	119 	16.879


 	Other 	147 	20.851


 	Residential status 	With spouse 	110 	15.603


 	With children 	113 	16.028


 	With other relatives and friends 	135 	19.149


 	Institutional care 	110 	15.603


 	Living alone 	118 	16.738


 	Other 	119 	16.879




 



4.2 Reliability and validity analysis

A reliability analysis was conducted for the scales used in this survey, and the results indicated that all scales had high reliability. Specifically, as listed in Table 3, the standardized factor loadings for each item ranges from 0.68 to 0.76, which is significantly higher than the common threshold of 0.5. Moreover, it exceeds the ideal threshold of 0.7 (Cheung et al., 2024), which indicates the strong explanatory power of each item for its corresponding latent variable, providing strong support for the construct validity of the scale. The Cronbach’s α values ranged from 0.815 to 0.844, all exceeding the conventional reliability standard of 0.7 (Nunnally and Bernstein, 1994), indicating good internal consistency of the scale. CR values ranged from 0.817 to 0.845, which were all greater than the reference value of 0.6 (Bagozzi and Yi, 1988), and the average variance extracted (AVE) values ranged from 0.528 to 0.576, all exceeding the reference value of 0.5 (Hair et al., 2011). Notably, for some latent variables, CR was slightly lower than the α value, which could be due to the variation in item factor loadings. According to the recommendations of Fornell and Larcker (1981) and Hair et al. (2013), as long as CR > 0.6 and AVE > 0.5, the scale can be considered to have good convergent validity and reliability. Therefore, the results of this study are still reliable.


TABLE 3 Reliability and validity analysis.


	Construct
	Item
	Factor loadings
	Cronbach’s alpha
	CR
	AVE

 

 	Narrativity (NA) 	NA1 	0.732 	0.825 	0.819 	0.530


 	NA2 	0.758


 	NA3 	0.688


 	NA4 	0.733


 	Emotional resonance (ER) 	ER1 	0.757 	0.838 	0.842 	0.571


 	ER2 	0.708


 	ER3 	0.762


 	ER4 	0.794


 	Interactivity (IN) 	IN1 	0.754 	0.842 	0.839 	0.565


 	IN2 	0.732


 	IN3 	0.758


 	IN4 	0.763


 	Emotional engagement (EE) 	EE1 	0.749 	0.818 	0.827 	0.544


 	EE2 	0.694


 	EE3 	0.767


 	EE4 	0.738


 	Social connectedness (SC) 	SC1 	0.756 	0.844 	0.845 	0.576


 	SC2 	0.773


 	SC3 	0.775


 	SC4 	0.732


 	Active aging (AA) 	AA1 	0.772 	0.815 	0.817 	0.528


 	AA2 	0.755


 	AA3 	0.67


 	AA4 	0.706




 



4.3 Discriminant validity analysis

This study employs two methods to verify the discriminant validity of the model. The first method is the Fornell–Larcker criterion, which states that the correlation between latent variables should be smaller than the square root of their respective AVEs. The second method is the Heterotrait–Monotrait ratio (HTMT), with the criterion that the HTMT value should be below 0.85 (Henseler et al., 2015). The discriminant validity of the model in this study was verified by both methods. The results are listed in Tables 4, 5.


TABLE 4 Distinctive validity analysis (Fornell–Larcker).


	
	AA
	EE
	ER
	IN
	NA
	SC

 

 	Active aging (AA) 	0.727 	 	 	 	 	


 	Emotional engagement (EE) 	0.571 	0.738 	 	 	 	


 	Emotional resonance (ER) 	0.550 	0.483 	0.756 	 	 	


 	Interactivity (IN) 	0.589 	0.480 	0.500 	0.752 	 	


 	Narrativity (NA) 	0.553 	0.508 	0.509 	0.485 	0.728 	


 	Social connectedness (SC) 	0.562 	0.505 	0.471 	0.466 	0.579 	0.759




 


TABLE 5 Discrimination validity analysis (HTML).


	
	AA
	EE
	ER
	IN
	NA
	SC

 

 	Active aging (AA) 	 	 	 	 	 	


 	Emotional engagement (EE) 	0.579 	 	 	 	 	


 	Emotional resonance (ER) 	0.553 	0.483 	 	 	 	


 	Interactivity (IN) 	0.594 	0.487 	0.499 	 	 	


 	Narrativity (NA) 	0.567 	0.518 	0.513 	0.489 	 	


 	Social connectedness (SC) 	0.575 	0.513 	0.469 	0.468 	0.579 	




 



4.4 Multicollinearity analysis

Multicollinearity diagnosis is the first step in assessing the results of the structural model. The criterion for success is that the variance inflation factor (VIF) of the internal model should be less than 5 (Hair et al., 2021), which indicates that there are no serious multicollinearity issues in the data. As listed in Table 6, the VIF values range from 1.469 to 1.720. Thus, the structural model constructed in this study passes the multicollinearity diagnosis.


TABLE 6 Collinearity diagnosis.


	Items
	VIF
	Tolerance

 

 	Narrativity (NA) 	1.557 	0.642


 	Emotional resonance (ER) 	1.469 	0.681


 	Narrativity (IN) 	1.495 	0.669


 	Emotional engagement (EE) 	1.496 	0.668


 	Social connectedness (SC) 	1.551 	0.645


 	Active aging (AA) 	1.720 	0.581




 



4.5 Path analysis

The path coefficients of the structural model were evaluated using SmartPLS4. When the t-value of the path coefficient is greater than 1.96 (Bagozzi and Yi, 1988), it indicates that the path coefficient passes the test at the 5% significance level, showing statistical significance. The analysis results are presented in Table 7 and Figure 2. The details are as follows:


TABLE 7 Path analysis.


	Hypothesis
	β
	STDEV
	T
	P
	Decision



	2.5%
	97.5%
	Decision

 

 	H1a: NA → AA 	0.133 	0.050 	2.666 	0.008 	0.034 	0.230 	Supported


 	H1b: ER → AA 	0.168 	0.046 	3.625 	0.000 	0.077 	0.256 	Supported


 	H1c: IN → AA 	0.257 	0.049 	5.225 	0.000 	0.160 	0.352 	Supported


 	H2a: NA → EE 	0.282 	0.053 	5.366 	0.000 	0.182 	0.384 	Supported


 	H2b: ER → EE 	0.225 	0.052 	4.316 	0.000 	0.121 	0.321 	Supported


 	H2c: IN → EE 	0.231 	0.048 	4.758 	0.000 	0.137 	0.326 	Supported


 	H3a: NA → SC 	0.344 	0.049 	6.958 	0.000 	0.249 	0.443 	Supported


 	H3b: ER → SC 	0.130 	0.049 	2.633 	0.009 	0.033 	0.224 	Supported


 	H3c: IN → SC 	0.138 	0.049 	2.798 	0.005 	0.041 	0.232 	Supported


 	H4: EE → AA 	0.208 	0.047 	4.425 	0.000 	0.116 	0.297 	Supported


 	H5: SC → AA 	0.181 	0.051 	3.523 	0.000 	0.084 	0.284 	Supported


 	H6: EE → SC 	0.200 	0.051 	3.923 	0.000 	0.099 	0.298 	Supported


 	H7a: NA → EE → AA 	0.059 	0.018 	3.313 	0.001 	0.028 	0.098 	Supported


 	H7b: ER → EE → AA 	0.047 	0.016 	3.016 	0.003 	0.020 	0.081 	Supported


 	H7c: IN → EE → AA 	0.048 	0.015 	3.231 	0.001 	0.022 	0.080 	Supported


 	H7d: NA → SC → AA 	0.062 	0.02 	3.081 	0.002 	0.027 	0.106 	Supported


 	H7e: ER → SC → AA 	0.024 	0.012 	2.006 	0.045 	0.006 	0.052 	Supported


 	H7f: IN → SC → AA 	0.025 	0.012 	2.118 	0.034 	0.008 	0.056 	Supported


 	H7g: NA → EE → SC → AA 	0.01 	0.004 	2.484 	0.013 	0.004 	0.022 	Supported


 	H7h: ER → EE → SC → AA 	0.008 	0.004 	2.181 	0.029 	0.003 	0.018 	Supported


 	H7i: IN → EE → SC → AA 	0.008 	0.004 	2.235 	0.026 	0.003 	0.019 	Supported




 

[image: Graphical representation of a structural equation model showing relationships between Narrativity, Emotional Resonance, Interactivity, and their impact on Emotional Engagement, Social Connectedness, and Active Aging. Each variable is represented by nodes and arrows indicating path directions, with numbers representing coefficients. Overall, it illustrates the interconnections and influence of these variables on Active Aging, with key coefficient values highlighted.]

FIGURE 2
 Model analysis results.


NA (β = 0.133, T = 2.666, p = 0.008), ER (β = 0.168, T = 3.625, p = 0.000), and IN (β = 0.257, T = 5.225, p = 0.000) have a significant positive effect on AA. Therefore, hypotheses H1a, H1b, and H1c are supported.

NA (β = 0.282, T = 5.366, p = 0.000), ER (β = 0.225, T = 4.316, p = 0.000), and IN (β = 0.231, T = 4.757, p = 0.000) have a significant positive effect on EE. Therefore, hypotheses H2a, H2b, and H2c are supported.

NA (β = 0.344, T = 6.958, p = 0.000), ER (β = 0.130, T = 2.633, p = 0.009), and IN (β = 0.138, T = 2.798, p = 0.005) have a significant positive effect on SC. Therefore, hypotheses H3a, H3b, and H3c are supported.

EE (β = 0.208, T = 4.425, p = 0.000) has a significant positive effect on AA. Therefore, hypothesis H4 is supported.

SC (β = 0.181, T = 3.523, p = 0.000) has a significant positive effect on AA. Therefore, hypothesis H5 is supported.

EE (β = 0.200, T = 3.923, p = 0.000) has a significant positive effect on SC. Therefore, hypothesis H6 is supported.

In addition, EE mediates the relationship between NA and AA (β = 0.059, T = 3.313, p = 0.001), ER and AA (β = 0.047, T = 3.016, p = 0.003), and IN and AA (β = 0.048, T = 3.231, p = 0.001). Therefore, hypotheses H7a, H7b, and H7c are supported.

SC mediates the relationship between NA and AA (β = 0.062, T = 3.081, p = 0.002), ER and AA (β = 0.024, T = 2.006, p = 0.045), and IN and AA (β = 0.025, T = 2.118, p = 0.034). Therefore, hypotheses H7d, H7e, and H7f are supported.

EE and SC exhibit a serial mediation effect between NA and AA (β = 0.010, T = 2.484, p = 0.013), ER and AA (β = 0.008, T = 2.181, p = 0.029), and IN and AA (β = 0.008, T = 2.235, p = 0.026). Therefore, hypotheses H7g, H7h, and H7i are supported.



4.6 Model explanatory power and predictive ability

In this study, covariance-based structural equation modeling (CB-SEM) was used to analyze the causal relationships between latent variables and assess the model’s explanatory power and predictive ability. The explanatory power of a model is primarily measured by the R2 value of endogenous variables, which reflects the proportion of variance in the endogenous variables explained by the exogenous variables. When the R2 value is greater than 0.25 (Sarstedt et al., 2014), it indicates that the model has a strong explanatory power for the endogenous variables. To further evaluate the predictive ability of the model, the Stone–Geisser Q2 test under the PLS-SEM framework was applied. If Q2 > 0, the model has predictive relevance for the endogenous variables (Hair Jr et al., 2018). As listed in Table 8, the model in this study not only demonstrates good explanatory power but also exhibits robust predictive ability, providing a reliable foundation for the analysis of causal relationships between latent variables.


TABLE 8 R2 value and Q2 value.


	
	R2
	Q2

 

 	Active aging 	0.538 	0.357


 	Emotional engagement 	0.362 	0.272


 	Social connectedness 	0.427 	0.300




 




5 Discussion and implications


5.1 Discussion

Existing research on active aging has focused on the roles of physical exercise, community participation, or traditional media (such as television)(Nimrod, 2020a; Silverstein and Parker, 2002), but the impact of emerging digital cultural forms, especially micro-dramas, on the psychosocial functions of the elderly has not been sufficiently studied. The empirical results of this study demonstrate that the narrative, emotional resonance, and interactivity of digital micro-dramas can significantly promote active aging. Moreover, the mediating and serial mediating roles of emotional engagement and social connectedness in this process are revealed. This enriches the theory of active aging and expands the applicability of research on digital media.

First, the narrative, emotional resonance, and interactivity of digital micro-dramas all have a significant positive impact on active aging. This is consistent with existing research on the positive effects of media narratives and emotional engagement on the mental health and social integration of the elderly (Cohen and Wills, 1985; Green and Brock, 2000). Unlike previous studies that focused on long films, literary narratives, or television programs, this study validates the value of short-duration, digital narratives in promoting active aging. The data show that interactivity has the greatest impact on active aging, indicating that elderly individuals are more likely to gain social support and a sense of self-worth through actions such as liking, commenting, and sharing, thereby achieving psychological satisfaction and social integration in the digital environment.

Furthermore, the results demonstrate that the narrative, emotional resonance, and interactivity of digital micro-dramas significantly enhance emotional engagement, which aligns with existing research, identifying emotional responses as the core psychological mechanism of media narratives (Nabi and Green, 2014). Among these factors, the role of narrative is the most prominent, indicating that elderly audiences are more likely to experience immersion through plot development and character building, thereby stimulating emotional involvement and psychological resonance (Green and Brock, 2000). This suggests that the concise and focused narrative format of micro-dramas can quickly evoke emotional responses from the elderly, enhancing media engagement. In other words, narrative provides the core driving force, whereas emotional resonance and interactivity further strengthen it, collectively shaping a positive digital emotional experience.

In addition, the study highlights that the narrative, emotional resonance, and interactivity of micro-dramas significantly enhance social connectedness. This is consistent with the research, which emphasizes that emotional experience and media interaction promote group belongingness (Cohen and Wills, 1985). The data reveal that the narrative aspect of digital micro-dramas has the strongest effect on social connectedness, indicating that elderly audiences are more likely to establish a sense of identification and shared memory through the storyline and character relationships, thereby narrowing the psychological distance to others and strengthening social bonds. This result validates the social identity theory’s hypothesis that shared narratives foster group cohesion and demonstrates that micro-dramas, through their concise narrative form, can effectively and quickly stimulate intergenerational communication and social interaction. In other words, narrative lays the foundation for social connectedness, whereas emotional resonance and interactivity play a complementary and expansive role, collectively promoting social participation and a sense of belonging for the elderly in the digital environment.

Moreover, emotional engagement and social connectedness both have a significant positive impact on active aging. This result is highly consistent with research showing that positive emotions and social support promote well-being (Fredrickson, 2001; Litwin and Shiovitz-Ezra, 2011). Previous studies have focused on emotions or social factors separately, but this study reveals their synergistic effect in the digital environment. Emotional engagement can enhance psychological capital, thus helping elderly individuals adapt to aging (Carstensen et al., 2003), whereas social connectedness significantly alleviates feelings of loneliness and isolation by strengthening support networks (Haslam et al., 2018). This result indicates that active aging depends not only on individual emotional experiences but also on the expansion and maintenance of social relationships. These two aspects complement each other and together form the key mechanism that drives active aging among the elderly in the digital media environment.

Further analysis shows that emotional engagement significantly promotes social connectedness, which aligns with SST, emphasizing the important role of emotional experiences in choosing and maintaining interpersonal relationships (Carstensen et al., 1999). Positive emotions enhance empathy and willingness to share, thereby strengthening group identity and belongingness (Diener and Seligman, 2002). In the context of micro-dramas, elderly individuals convert personal emotions into social interactions through comments, shares, and other forms of engagement, thus enhancing intergenerational communication and cohesion (Jenkins, 2006). This result reveals the interactive effect of the emotional–social mechanism.

Finally, this study elucidates mediating and serial mediating mechanisms. Emotional engagement plays a partial mediating role in the relationship between narrative, emotional resonance, and interactivity and active aging, which aligns with the explanation of the core function of emotional experience in emotion regulation theory (Gross, 2002). Social connectedness also plays a mediating role, indicating that micro-dramas promote elderly individuals’ life satisfaction and mental health by enhancing social interaction and a sense of support (Putnam, 2000). More importantly, the serial mediation effect shows that emotional engagement indirectly promotes active aging through social connectedness, indicating that digital micro-dramas not only affect individual emotions but also exert a more systematic influence on active aging through social networks.

Notably, although all mediation paths are significantly supported, the differences in their effect sizes also reveal the hierarchical nature of the mechanisms. For example, the indirect effect of emotional engagement on active aging is stronger overall than the indirect effect through social connectedness, indicating that emotional experience remains the core driving force of elderly individuals’ active media participation and psychological transformation. Social connectedness, on the other hand, plays a complementary and extending role, forming an emotional–social serial chain. This difference not only reflects the importance ranking of different psychological and social mechanisms but also suggests that practice should prioritize triggering elderly people’s positive media experiences by strengthening emotional resonance and interactive design, followed by consolidation through community-based social mechanisms.

Overall, this study expands the application of active aging theory in the context of digital culture, which is of academic and practical value. The findings suggest that digital micro-dramas can promote active aging by stimulating emotional engagement and enhancing social connectedness, thus providing theoretical support for digital content design. Second, this study reveals the dual role pathways of psychological and social mechanisms, elucidating the psychological processes behind elderly media usage. Finally, the findings provide practical guidance for digital content creators, elderly service institutions, and public cultural managers, helping them to enhance the psychological well-being and social participation levels of the elderly population.



5.2 Implications

This study developed an analytical model of digital micro-drama content characteristics–emotional engagement–social connectedness–active aging and empirically tested its mechanism. In so doing, it fills a gap in existing research on active aging that has overlooked emerging digital media. The results revealed that the narrative, emotional resonance, and interactivity of micro-dramas significantly enhance the emotional engagement and social connectedness of elderly audiences, thereby promoting active aging. This finding not only expands the application of the emotional–social mechanism model in the context of digital culture but also enriches the theoretical framework of media psychology and social gerontology, providing new evidence for understanding the role of short-duration, highly interactive digital content in the psychological and social adaptation of elderly groups.

At the practical level, the research results provide actionable references for digital content creators, elderly care service institutions, and public cultural managers. Digital micro-dramas can enhance elderly individuals’ emotional involvement and sense of social belonging through immersive storytelling and interactive experiences, and the results offer empirical guidance for designing digital cultural products targeted at the elderly. Meanwhile, the study suggests that public cultural policies and active aging strategies should focus on the psychosocial effects of digital media, integrating them into pathways for increasing elderly social participation, intergenerational communication, and psychological well-being. Overall, this study not only provides a new perspective for theoretical development but also offers practical strategies that can be adopted, contributing to the integration of digital culture with aging society governance.




6 Conclusion, limitations, and future research

This study explores the impact of the content characteristics of digital micro-dramas on active aging and conducts a theoretical and empirical analysis through the chain mediation model of emotional engagement and social connectedness. The results show that the narrative, emotional resonance, and interactivity of micro-dramas not only enhance emotional engagement among the elderly but also play an important role in strengthening social connectedness, thereby collectively improving active aging levels. This finding not only expands the applicability of media psychology in elderly populations but also provides new evidence for active aging theory in the context of digital culture.

However, this study has certain limitations. First, the research uses a cross-sectional survey method, which makes it difficult to reveal the dynamic changes in causal relationships. Elderly individuals’ preferences for digital micro-dramas and their psychological effects may change over time, but this study was unable to fully capture this process. Second, the sample mainly comes from urban areas and has a certain level of cultural and educational representativeness, which may limit the external validity of the study results. For elderly individuals in rural areas or groups with limited digital access, the acceptance and mechanisms of micro-dramas may differ. Additionally, this study primarily relies on self-reported questionnaires, and although social desirability bias has been controlled for, overestimation or underestimation by respondents may still be present in terms of emotional experience and social connectedness.

Future research could expand in the following directions. First, longitudinal tracking or experimental methods should be employed to further verify the long-term effects and causal mechanisms of digital micro-dramas on active aging. Second, a cross-cultural comparison could be made to examine the acceptance and influence paths of micro-dramas among elderly individuals in different social environments to test the generalizability of the research conclusions. Third, future studies could combine qualitative research methods to explore in greater detail how elderly individuals experience micro-drama content through narrative, emotional resonance, and interactivity, revealing more intricate psychological processes and social effects. Finally, with the development of technologies such as artificial intelligence and virtual reality, future research could also focus on the potential role of immersive media content in regulating emotions, enhancing social connectedness, and promoting active aging among elderly groups, thus providing more forward-looking theoretical and practical support for the integration of digital culture and healthy aging.
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