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ABSTRACT: This paper examines the impact of senior influencers on Douyin 
and their role in shaping the educational perceptions of postgraduate students in 
mainland China. The paper comprises 23 semistructured interviews with students 
in Guangdong, exploring three themes: algorithm-driven intergenerational 
identity fluidity, the decentralization of knowledge authority on social platforms, 
and emotional algorithmizing and reflective agency. The findings include the 
influence of senior influencers, who provide knowledge input and participate in 
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co-creation with students, thereby causing cognitive and emotional shifts. This 
paper contributes to the discourse on how technological and policy-informed 
environments facilitate transformative and situation-specific learning, 
specifically examining intergenerational interactions on social platforms. 
Although the paper involves local interviews, they correlate with global student 
mobility in terms of guidance by the ‘elder,’ which is influenced by platforms, 
contributing to the determination of risk factors, destinations, and time, ultimately 
leading to local practical applications in global higher education. 

Keywords: Reverse generative learning, Elderly influencers, Transformative 
learning, Situated learning, student mobility 
 
Academic Editor: Dr. Naziema Jappie, Deputy Dean for Center for Higher 
Education Development, University of Cape Town, South Africa 

INTRODUCTION 

On Douyin, a Chinese short-video social media platform launched by ByteDance 
in 2016, postgraduate students in China interact with senior influencers, including 
teachers, academics, and senior professionals (Xu et al., 2025; Zhao & Gao, 2025; 
Hargittai & Palfrey, 2025; Dai et al., 2023). Remarkably, ‘elder’ influencers, with 
the support of proactive policies in China that promote lifelong learning, active 
aging, and the silver economy, have found a foothold in China's unique social, 
economic, and technological landscape (Chen, 2025). However, in China, the 
government invests in digital literacy. It incorporates elderly learning into overall 
strategies, whereas in the West, the targets include a reduced digital divide and 
ensuring cyberspace rights but with less affinity with elderly learning influence 
(Lee et al., 2025; Zhang et al., 2025; Wen et al., 2025). Thus, in such ambits, the 
influence of geriatrics in China, along with their supportive institutional and social 
networks in Douyin, has had a noticeable influence, which is difficult to sidestep 
even for postgraduate learners in China (Qian & Zhou, 2025). However, the 
impact of such interactions between postgraduate learners and geriatric 
influencers on cognition is not well understood. Even when they are most visible, 
ironically, their influence on altering cognition has rarely been investigated, 
especially in southern China (Miranda et al., 2021; Chen et al., 2024). Most of the 
available studies are more interested in ‘youth’ influence or more intrigued with 
learning utility in social networks, in general, rather than probing the ‘unique’ 
geriatric ‘thinker’ influence, even in transforming learners and their ‘thought’ in 
postgraduate learning (Wang et al., 2024; Chen et al., 2025). However, 
‘Transformative Learning’ theories, in their usual garb, remain more conventional 
in their approach in overall learning forums. However, their usage in social 
networks, especially in Douyin, which has a geriatric participatory influence on 
lifelong learning, remains ‘rare’ (Fryer & Oga-Baldwin, 2019; Liu et al., 2022). 

However, in this distinctive Sino-policy environment, theories of 
transformative learning and situated learning enable the reader to reflect on their 
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own personal learning practices in the postgraduate environment and on Douyin 
in new and distinctive ways. Supported by government policy and with the right 
digital environment, graduate learners experience ‘elder’ influencers in familiar 
and transformative settings. However, current theories do not sufficiently explore 
how such platform interactions, encouraged by the active support of the state, 
relate to the internal processes of learning transformation. Furthermore, they do 
not sufficiently explain the learning process whereby interactions between ‘elder’ 
influencers and graduate learners become points of true cognitive shift, facilitated 
by both the policy environment and platform interactions (Alamer, 2020; Kasneci 
et al., 2021). ‘Normal’ usage practices in Douyin implement theories of situated 
learning (Xiao & Zhi, 2020; Liang et al., 2025). This ‘unique’ Sino environment, 
in contrast to Western or UN models, reinforces ‘educational cognition’ in 
distinctively local terms with global significance (Miranda et al., 2021; Wang et 
al., 2024; Chen et al., 2025; Fryer & Oga-Baldwin, 2019). However, in keeping 
with domestic insights, the mechanisms speak more universally ‘internationally 
mobile’ to related issues of higher education, specifically in relation to ‘family-
elder’ advisories, platforms, and the determination of ‘authority,’ ‘risk,’ and ‘self-
projection’ concerning ‘study abroad.’ 

To trailblaze innovative approaches to reverse generative learning, this 
research has three objectives. First, to examine how, with the empowerment and 
support of Chinese policy, elderly influencers in the Douyin online environment 
influence the learning paradigm of postgraduate students in China. Second, to rely 
on transformative learning theory and to explore how, in such policy-driven 
interactions, elderly influencers facilitate cognitive transformation in learners 
through dialogue and reflection. Finally, with the approach of situated learning 
theory, innovative learning contexts emerge through the influence of policy, 
platform, and personal involvement. These aims lead us to three focused questions: 
How do elder influencers on Douyin affect their own educational cognition as 
Chinese postgraduate students? How do they promote transformative learning 
among peers? How, in the rich situational contexts enabled by Chinese policy, do 
they help advance postgraduate student cognition? To answer these questions, we 
aim to provide both a practical and theoretical map for readers, who are 
themselves shaping and being shaped by the era of elder influencers. 

Our findings reveal that, in this Chinese context, postgraduate students 
acquire knowledge not only from older education influencers but also through 
active participation in knowledge cocreation and reflective engagement with 
shared content. We term this bidirectional process reverse generative learning: 
students both learn from and coproduce knowledge with older influencers, 
extending accounts of digitally mediated learning beyond simple adaptation. 
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LITERATURE REVIEW 

Cognitive impact of elderly influencers 
 
Elderly influencers, particularly those on platforms such as Douyin and Instagram, 
have been increasingly challenging conventional notions of aging and digital 
participation. Recent work has shown that elderly (often female) influencers are 
overturning ageism, inviting intergenerational engagement, and recasting aging 
paradigms (Miranda et al., 2022; Farinosi, 2023; Ghosh, 2023; Yu & Zhao, 2022). 
Sun et al. (2025) reported that influencers in China not only disseminate 
knowledge but also offer psychological support, aligning their content with 
followers’ evolving needs. Gil-Quintana et al. (2022) confirmed that even 
nanoinfluencers (edutubers) have measurable effects on young learners’ 
engagement, although Recio Moreno, Gil Quintana, and Romero Riaño (2023) 
warned that the health and fitness sector, too, faces the challenge of superficial 
engagement. 

However, as highlighted by Chen, Yu, Dai, Jing, and Wang (2025), the field 
still lacks robust evidence on how elder influencers impact postgraduate students’ 
educational cognition and critical thinking. Chang, Panjaburee, Lin, Lai, and 
Hwang (2022) reported that online strategies can increase self-efficacy and self-
regulation, but Brooks (2020) and Chankseliani and Kwak (2025) noted that most 
existing studies address diversity and mobility rather than the unique perspective 
of older influencers. However, Gil-Quintana (2022) and Vida de León (2021) 
conclude that the impact on economic outcomes as well as audience engagement 
is context specific. In China, Zhang (2024) demonstrated the centrality of 
Douyin's elder influencers with respect to fashion trends and marketplace attitudes, 
but further inquiry into their effects on higher-order cognition is necessary. 
Taddeo (2023) also recognized that, overall, across the graduatespace, informal 
learning ‘follows’ influencers in general; however, it is undertheorized with 
respect to the formalization of its outcomes. Taken together, these results solidify 
the call for research involving the cognitive effects of elderly influencers on 
advanced learners in non-Western settings, which may provide important support 
for policy. 

 
Transformative Learning Online 
 
Thus, the application of transformative learning theory, which has been used in 
relation to personal and cognitive change, to social media learning, specifically 
when it involves elderly influencers, is unconventional. Authors such as Hyde 
(2021) and Hoggan and Kloubert (2020) noted the significant need for critical 
reflection and discourse in transformative learning. However, most studies, 
including Du & Alm (2024), have tended to explore more motivational elements 
of technology rather than deeper, more cognitive levels. Fryer and Oga-Baldwin 
(2019) and Alamer (2020) stated that although self-determination theory and 
theories related to motivations seem to be in vogue, transformative learning 
processes tend to be treated in rather cursory ways in the realm of digital learning. 
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Korthagen (2010) suggested that even situated learning often neglects the need to 
facilitate critical incidents intentionally. 

Sun et al. (2025) outlined the role of edu influencers in promoting personal 
development via self-documentation and self-expression in the Chinese context. 
However, they noted the limitations of algorithms and the potential for censorship. 
Raaper, Hardey, and Aad (2025), along with Miller, Jolly, Latz, and Listman 
(2022), located support systems led by influencer networks in higher education, 
although they found minimal evidence of transformative learning outcomes. 
Chankseliani and Kwak (2025) explored the butterfly effect of global mobility in 
higher education, noting that transformation cannot be achieved by merely 
accessing new information, but rather involves active engagement. Hyde (2021) 
argued for the dialectics of ontology and epistemology in transformative learning, 
supported also by Zhu, Hua, and Wang (2024) in their conclusion that Instagram's 
virtualized campus cultures facilitated situated learning, although they often 
lacked depth. Thus, although the potential of transformative learning has become 
widely acknowledged, there is a lack of evidence on the realization of 
transformative learning in elderly influencer-led education on social media 
platforms (Al-Dmour et al., 2025). 

 
Situated Learning and Policy Context 
 
The importance of situated learning theory in relation to young influencers and 
elderly individuals learning in influencer–learner interactions cannot be 
overstated. Korthagen provided an overall perspective on situated learning in 
education in 2010. He emphasized the importance of joint enterprise and mutual 
engagement. On the other hand, Mills (2011) explained the significance of joint 
enterprises and shared repertoires in learning, which cannot be achieved on digital 
platforms. On the other hand, in the Chinese environment, support driven by 
policy objectives, as explained by Wang et al. (2025), creates an opportune 
situation for the elderly influencer to take on the role of an educational figure. 
Hardie et al. (2022) and Tang et al. (2023) explained the significance of 
belongingness and mutual engagement, which cannot be achieved in influencer 
learning. 

Raaper et al. (2025) and Schroeder et al. (2024) noted the increasing 
contribution of influencers to support and brand representation, and questioned 
their authenticity and depth. Murimi (2017) highlighted the need for sustained 
support and community engagement in influencer-mediated behavior change 
within nutrition education. Canagarajah (2024) and Ngubane and Makua (2021) 
have criticized the need to overcome dominant discourse and the necessity of 
adopting decolonized and contextualized approaches. Europe, as noted in Spatial 
Imaginary (2021) and Revaz (2025), has contrasting stories of Western and 
Chinese influence on policy narratives. Saldaña et al. (2021) indicated how policy 
discourse both empowered and restricted influencer-mediated innovation. Finally, 
learning analytics and metrics, as indicated by Khalil et al. (2023) in their 
examination of learning outcomes, tend to be inadequate in capturing the depth of 
situated cognition, let alone contextual influence. Furthermore, learning 
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environments in play, such as those depicted in Instagram (Zhu et al., 2024), such 
as simulative learning, tend to ameliorate feelings of belonging; however, 
ultimately, situated learning must be facilitated in terms of policy, culture, and 
platform support. 

 
Elder influence on international student mobility 
 
While the literature on international student mobility is vast, we ground our 
findings in juxtapositions with major sending nations and how they are similar to 
or differ from those in Australia. From existing works such as Dehmel and Meister 
(2025). In India, recent research has shown that student mobility is still 
significantly influenced by parental worries about safety perceptions and financial 
commitments; this influence appears to reinforce the family-authority dimension 
in the choice of destination country and timing (Wadhwa 2016; Thomas2025). In 
Nigeria, qualitative research demonstrates that nuclear family influence—in 
frequent patriarchal guise—operates in conjunction with recruitment brokers and 
“push” factors within national systems, yielding definitive advice on whether and 
where abroad to pursue studies (Okungbowa, 2022). At a higher level, credential-
seeking by the elite and status imaginaries—established staples of international 
student mobility research—are why elder recommendations (offline and online) 
exert disproportionate persuasive effects across our landscapes (Boler et al.,2025). 
Senior guidance and family networks thus serve as situated advising 
infrastructures within China-based mechanisms, which can expedite or limit 
mobility. In contrast, platform interactions shape the reception, contestation, and 
internalization of such guidance. 

Studies on international student mobility have consistently demonstrated that 
families, frequently parents and older relatives, influence decisions on studying 
abroad, destination choice, and the timing of movements (Liu & Wu, 2025). 
Family advice interacts with perceived safety, cost, prestige, and informal 
networks of trust (Kasherwa et al., 2025); in Chinese societies, they commonly 
dictate shortlisting and delay versus hastening plans (Nahar et al., 2025). 
Traditional push–pull explanations give primacy to family and social capital. In 
contrast, qualitative work portrays elder guidance as a sustained mode of informal 
advising capable of validating overseas qualifications or valorizing closeness and 
stability. Placing our evidence within this study clarifies how platformed contact 
with older education influencers reinforces offline elderly voices, collectively 
shaping imaginings of and practical decisions on mobility. 

METHOD 

This study employed semistructured interviews to investigate how older 
influencers on Douyin influence the cognition and transformative learning of 
Chinese postgraduate students in four major cities of Guangdong (Guo et al., 
2025), specifically Guangzhou, Shenzhen, Hong Kong, and Macau (Chan & Shek, 
2021). All 20 participants were full-time master's students aged 22--25 years 
(Adiyono et al., 2025; Zheng, 2025). They had followed elder influencers for 
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more than six months and watched their videos at least three times per week. 
Semistructured interviews were used to elicit processes ill suited to fixed-form 
instruments (Junnier, 2024). 

The recruitment criteria were precise. We recruited regular followers who 
were able to describe concrete cognitive or affective changes; casual users were 
excluded. This ensured a sample that could genuinely speak to the mechanisms of 
algorithm-driven identity fluidity, knowledge authority decentralization, and 
emotional algorithmization (Ben Moussa et al., 2024; Wong, 2006; Schellewald, 
2022). 

Each interview was conducted in the same manner, featuring three questions: 
(1) How do you view and understand the concept of elderly influencers? (2) Have 
you experienced anything in Douyin related to reconsidering convictions, ideas, 
or beliefs concerning authority? (3) Do you remember an instance in which your 
own feelings, ideas of the future, or personal biography were affected by their 
videos? The interviews ranged from 90--120 minutes. They were recorded with 
consent and transcribed, and the moderator's statements were eliminated. 

To gain insight into the nature of transferring such learning into global 
settings in education, the protocol also sought feedback on postgraduate directions, 
including the level of desire to undertake a stint of learning abroad and the role of 
guidance by elders. These were descriptive, not corroborative, and were explored 
to gain further insight into the basic mechanisms underlying learning. 

Data analysis was structured in three iterative cycles. First, open coding 
identified concrete expressions of digital role modeling, identity projection, peer 
epistemics, participatory learning, empathy triggers, and scenario simulation. 
Next, axial coding grouped the codes into six subthemes, which in turn formed 
three main themes aligned with transformative and situated learning theory. For 
example, one participant described watching a retired teacher demonstrate how to 
use new software: “I used to think elders were afraid of technology, but now I see 
their courage, and I imagine myself still learning at that age.” This case study was 
coded both as digital elder role modeling and youthful self-projection into later 
life, which is consistent with the theme of algorithm-driven intergenerational 
identity fluidity. Two researchers independently verified the coding, resolving 
disagreements by second fact-checking against the transcript. 

Member-checking, double-coding, and saturation procedures ensured 
validity. This revealed how elderly influencers help postgraduates reconstruct 
cognition, challenge hierarchies, and reshape emotional and narrative agency. 
 

RESULTS 

The analysis of 23 semistructured interviews with Guangdong-based postgraduate 
students revealed a rich and multilayered structure of learning experiences shaped 
by regular engagement with elder influencers on Douyin. Iterative coding yielded 
codes clustered into subthemes and three main themes. These themes reflect how 
digital participation with older role models on social media challenges traditional 
educational boundaries, reconfigures knowledge authority, and activates new 
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forms of emotional and reflective agency. When participants alluded to studying 
abroad, their narratives aligned with the same three mechanisms: identity work 
that normalizes cross-boundary learning, decentralized advising in which elders 
and influencers become epistemic peers, and affectively charged reflection that 
reframes risks and benefits. The thematic structure below therefore doubles as a 
lens for mobility imaginaries without altering our domestic analytical focus. The 
following table summarizes the thematic framework that guided our deeper 
narrative analysis (shown in Table 1). 
 
Table 1: Thematic analysis of postgraduate students’ learning 

Main Themes Sub-Themes Codes 

1.Algorithm-Driven 
Intergenerational 
Identity Fluidity 

1.1 Disrupting Age-
Role Fixity 

(1) Digital Elder Role-
Modeling 
(2) Youthful Self-
Projection in Later Life 

1.2 Reciprocal 
Digital Identity 
Exchange 

(1) Youth as Teachers, 
Elders as Learners 
(2) Hybridization of 
Generational Language & 
Values 

2.Knowledge Authority 
Decentralization in 
Social Platforms 

2.1 Epistemic Power 
Shifting 

(1) Elders as Epistemic 
Peers 
(2) Contesting 
Traditional Knowledge 
Hierarchies 

2.2 Participatory 
Micro-Community 
Learning 

(1) Bottom-Up Content 
Creation 
(2) Contextualized Peer 
Validation 

3.Emotional 
Algorithmization and 
Reflective Agency 

3.1 Algorithmic 
Mediation of Affect 

(1) Triggered Empathy 
through Recommendation 
(2) Platform-Shaped 
Emotional Engagement 

3.2 Transformative 
Agency via Scenario 
Simulation 

(1) Imaginative Role-
Playing 
(2) Rewriting Personal 
and Collective Life 
Narratives 

 
Although algorithm-driven intergenerational identity fluidity and emotional 

algorithmization and reflective agency might appear similar on the surface, their 
core logics and mechanisms of influence are fundamentally distinct. The first 
theme centers on the disruption and reconfiguration of boundaries between 
generations and social roles. Here, algorithmic recommendations on Douyin 
foster new forms of identity exchange. Chinese postgraduates and elders 
continuously swap roles as learners, mentors, and creators. The focus lies in how 
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traditional divisions between novices and experts, old and young, are destabilized. 
The process is relational, highlighting who influences whom and how digital 
environments reshape mutual perceptions across age groups. 

However, the third theme refers to changes in affect and self-awareness. The 
algorithm is doing much more than showing us shift. It constitutes our capacity 
for empathy and allows a process of transmutation within each one of ourselves. 
Elder influencers inspired a reflection on both life narratives, resiliency and 
laughter, that students connected with, which caused them to question their own 
narratives. This is not a matter of social role movement, but rather an affective 
resonance and subjectivity in rewriting one's story. 

It also represents a departure from the first and third in that it decentralizes 
knowledge authority. It offers an alternative mechanism for the redistribution of 
epistemic power, highlighting how bottom-up openness and peer review as a 
service disrupt top-down structures built (and maintained) around modes of 
knowledge production. Conversation moves from discussing who we are (primary 
theme one) and our feelings of reflexivity the reflection itself (main theme three) 
to more about knowing information and how it is created. 

As a result, while these three themes are intertwined in practice, they each 
represent a different level at which the learning can be illuminated. Fluid selves, 
epistemic violence and affective reflexivity The language of the input and output 
must be the same, but merging them would risk obscuring these critical nuances. 

 
4.1 Algorithm-driven intergenerational identity fluidity 
Douyin, which turns out from these postgraduate students' accounts, does not 
merely recommend videos but silently redefines what is considered young and old 
when learning the daily—as a form of constituent-making. Most students were 
first drawn to the platform by elder-curated influencers presenting either cute or 
comedic scenes. However, as exposure deepened, participants described a 
growing awareness of the authenticity, perseverance, and creativity with which 
elderly creators approach learning new technologies and social practices. This 
experience captured by the code of digital elder role modeling served as a mirror 
for the students themselves. 

“Her willingness to try new things at 70 makes me wonder if I’ve limited 
myself with my own excuses. I even started to picture my life at her age, asking: 
will I also still be learning?” (Participant WJH, 23, male, Guangzhou) 

Here, the algorithm’s persistent suggestion of such content prompted not only 
entertainment but also deep self-projection into later life, a process that students 
linked to new ambitions and future planning. The platform also facilitated a two-
way exchange of identities. Postgraduate students were often surprised to find 
themselves in the position of digital mentors: 

“Once, I explained Douyin’s ‘duet’ function in the comments for an elderly 
influencer, and she replied in a video, using my tips. It felt like I became the 
teacher for a moment” (Participant WYM, 25, male, Shenzhen). 

Forcing a twist whereby the roles were reversed and in which youth as well 
as elders could both teach and learn from one another helped students reevaluate 
generational roles not simply etched in stone. Thus, the cross-pollination of 
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teenage slang, values and wisdom, which students use to quibble at their peers as 
elders try hip lingo from youngsters, was born. 

“We talked about the phrase from a grandpa influencer that gets used as a 
meme in group chat saying, ‘you want to talk shift?? somethings are for all ages 
so I heard’” (Participant ZYF, 24, Macau) 

This identity fluidity reshaped participants’ educational self-understanding. 
Instead of seeing age as a line dividing novice from expert, or old from new, 
students began to see learning as a lifelong, mutually constructed process. One in 
which digital spaces serve as powerful sites of cross-generational role play, 
challenge, and transformation. 

 
4.2 Knowledge authority decentralization on social platforms 
The open comment threads and reply functions on Douyin frustrated them—they 
had become accustomed to the top-down teacher-taught dynamic of formal 
education. This was a place where knowledge did not come from the front but 
rather was dispersed in microcommunities of interaction, organically if sometimes 
somewhat chaotically. 

“The Grandma influencer fails to solve the tech problem. She queried in 
comments, and some such students (including me) replied with more guides than 
they bargained for. Some time later, she created a ‘Thank You’ video, as well as 
a list of things she learned. The teacher was no one at that moment, and the never 
mattered. Everyone was building knowledge together.” (Participant SH, 25, 
female, Hong Kong) 

This example manifests the subtheme of epistemic power shifting in which 
elders and youth work as epistemic peers, both offering to validate knowledge 
equally. Frequent experiences were centered around challenging the culture of 
traditional knowledge. 

“However, when elder influencers post about historical topics or traditional 
culture, there are sometimes comments from younger followers that correct or add 
scientific explanations. Rather than arguments, this transforms all comments into 
a space where many truths and lived experiences are valued. Even though no one 
will ever have the correct answer and everyone may choose to disagree with 
another, I always love reading those to see how each generation interprets a given 
subject.” (Participant LYZ, 25, Guangzhou) 

These interactions illustrate how dismantling the traditional knowledge 
hierarchy produces more complex and nuanced forms of understanding for 
graduate students. With students not being mere consumers but coauthors of 
educational content, more participatory microcommunity-based learning also 
came into play. 

“I then uploaded my own version of the cooking tutorial and tagged her. 
When she reshared it, I linked back to her, and suddenly, we had a live chain of 
mutual feedback. Everybody can participate, and there are no grades, such as a 
project-based class. Nothing more than acknowledgment.” (Participant LZL, 23, 
male Shenzhen) 

This process of situated peer validation — liking, commenting on comments, 
and sharing corrections with those lower in multiple social hierarchies — allowed 
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students to practice critique and argumentation within an informal ecosystem that 
communicated acceptance before correction. 

These experiences fundamentally changed the way postgraduate students 
viewed what knowledge was and where authority lay. Not only were students no 
longer taught to be receptacles of wisdom merely, but they could also question 
sources and information for themselves and add their own insights to help validate 
the knowledge by incorporating diversity and uncertainty into what is perceived 
as authentically educational. 

 
4.3 Emotional Algorithmization and Reflective Agency 
In addition to its cognitively shifting discourses and institutional power dynamics, 
Douyin’s discoveries on students’ emotional lives and critical reflections were 
deeply intertwined with students’ context of learning and becoming. Others 
complained about how the recommendation of triggered empathy was so 
frequently referenced: 

“The app knows when I'm busy with work. It serves up videos of seniors 
accomplishing things or engaging in simple pleasures. It’s not just comfort. Their 
outlook is so bright and therefore forces me to consider why I cannot seem happy 
in bad times.” (Participant ZJXY, 24, Guangzhou) 

Our postgraduate informants agreed that Douyin's scripted scenario-driven 
videos—whether of elderly influencers enacting university experience or 
situational role-playing on screen in family reunions and personal setbacks—
enabled transformative agency through the simulation of scenarios. 

“I just rewatched an influencer & vlogger "go back to college". He kidded 
with junior high school students, but he also probed. He called me a dinosaur and 
that started to twist my thinking all around — maybe there's no deadline of 
learning; rather, perhaps I should not be drawing boundaries on what could pique 
my interests moving forward?” (Participant LQL, 25, female, Hong Kong) 

The implicational and narrative function of this type of content invited 
readers to write new personal life narratives, transforming not only their pictures 
regarding old age but also the frame with which they were constructing the 
developmental pathway. 

These conclusions suggest that Douyin followers are not only a byproduct 
but also an attempt to influence how Chinese postgraduates perceive their 
cognition and consolidate their identity. They allow students to switch between 
roles easily. They allowed students to share and construct knowledge. They also 
allow students to reflect on their emotions, which is the true learning our students 
need today, created by online groups. 
 

DISCUSSION 

In this study, we have examined how elder influencers on Douyin affect 
educational cognition, transformative learning, and situated knowledge-building 
among Chinese postgraduate students in Guangdong’s most developed cities. Our 
findings extend and challenge the literature, addressing notable gaps and 
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introducing a new conceptual lens that we call reverse generative learning, a 
phenomenon in which younger, highly educated learners not only do not simply 
receive from but also actively reconstruct, hybridize, and even cocreate with 
elderly digital educators, generating new forms of learning and agency in both 
directions. 
 
The Cognitive Impact of Elder Influencers on Postgraduate Students 
 
Previous studies have shown that elderly influencers can challenge stereotypes, 
foster engagement, and promote authentic digital participation (Miranda et al., 
2022; Farinosi, 2023; Ghosh, 2023). However, much of the literature has focused 
on general youth audiences or informal learners, rarely centering on the advanced 
cognitive development of postgraduate students. Our results directly address this 
gap. Douyin’s elder influencers provide live proof to postgraduate students that 
lessons can be learned whenever, wherever, and at any age to anyone doing 
anything. Students reported that witnessing elderly people learn new technologies, 
sharing failures, and refining knowledge in public caused a breakdown of their 
own fixed mindset around both themselves and others. 

Importantly, however, participants experienced this shift not simply as role 
reversal or as inspired. Instead, they painted a nuanced picture of observing and 
talking with and teaching elderly role models—full of playful mimesis as well—
that could putatively foster the birth hybrid cognitive selves. Students also came 
to understand their expertise as a site of partial knowledge—one wedged into a 
history echoing other histories, invested in the becoming process rather than total 
mastery—a reveling from them intergenerational peer learning. This complex 
mutuality involves new platform features, where students teach elderly 
influencers and then learn life strategies and values in return. This highlights the 
lack of cognitive flexibility in earlier studies. Reverse generative learning allows 
younger learners to adopt and generate knowledge, reconstructing education as a 
two-way, ongoing process. 

While our interviews focused on domestic learners, the three mechanisms 
identified here—identity fluidity, authority decentralization, and affective–
reflective agency—also map onto how aspirations for studying abroad are 
negotiated in Chinese families. Identity fluidity normalizes cross-boundary 
learning as a life-course possibility; authority decentralization broadens who 
counts as a credible adviser (including older influencers and older relatives); and 
affect-driven reflection can either heighten perceived risk or crystallize ambitions. 
Prior research shows that parents and grandparents actively shape destination 
choices through assessments of safety, cost, and trusted social networks, 
sometimes steering students from one country to another during periods of 
perceived instability (Bodycott, 2009; Li & Bray, 2007). These family logics 
mean that elder voices—in homes and online—may either valorize overseas 
credentials or counsel prudence and proximity, with tangible effects on whether, 
where and when students move. Such dynamics were widely reported among 
Chinese families during and after the pandemic and continue to influence the 
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relative appeal of specific destinations. A very brief comparison is beneficial. 
Elder guidance in other large sending systems also functions similarly, as a 
gatekeeper or accelerator of travel, but the platform layer is less dense. What is 
different in the Chinese case is the confluence of dense online elder voices with 
offline family advice, which condenses advising effects and makes them highly 
apparent to the peer publics of students. This dynamic serves to help account for 
both rapid spikes of interest toward ends and patterned reservations during periods 
of feared uncertainty. 

 
Promotion of Transformative Learning among Peers 
However, most digital research to date, especially in influencer studies, has 
documented only superficial attitude change or motivational uplift (Du & Alm, 
2024; Fryer & Oga-Baldwin, 2019). In contrast, our analysis demonstrates how 
Douyin’s algorithmic environment, comment communities, and narrative-driven 
content not only motivate but also actively scaffold critical incidents and dialogic 
encounters. Postgraduate students described how microcommunities, often 
catalyzed by elder influencers, fostered public negotiation of knowledge, values, 
and affect. 

Crucially, this transformation was not unidirectional. Instead, students and 
influencers coconstruct new meanings through reciprocal feedback, scenario 
simulation, and even humor. What sets our findings apart is the process by which 
students collectively develop transformative agency, not only in response to 
influencer content but also through participation, contestation, and creative 
scenario-building. These practices, which are seldom detailed in prior work 
(Korthagen, 2010; Raaper et al., 2025; Miller et al., 2022), demonstrate that 
students are becoming agents of change within policy-influenced digital spaces. 

 
Advancing Cognition through Policy-Supported Situated Learning 
 
Situated learning theory holds that knowledge is constructed through authentic 
participation and a shared repertoire (Korthagen, 2010; Mills, 2011). However, as 
our literature review revealed, few studies have examined how macrolevel 
Chinese policy and the local context combine to enable or constrain the 
development of authentic, situated learning via elder influencers. Our findings 
suggest that the specific constellation of enabling environments provided by 
supportive Chinese policies, such as digital literacy funding and active aging 
public campaigns, combined with the Douyin algorithmic design itself, is seeding 
grounds for mutual engagement between generations. 

Given how postgraduate students enacted more than simply consumed this 
influencerifiable web content by also living in and performatively inhabiting these 
online spaces as crucibles. Students performed situated learning at scale by 
working together on projects in the open, commenting publicly and participating, 
as well as validating each other's work back. They did so by using Douyin not just 
to learn but also as a location for peer validation, grassroots content creation and 
situated argumentation that was particularly evident in the ways students 
appropriated—and recirculated expressed knowledge from—elderly education 
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influencers or fostered new genres of community-specific expertise. Policy 
affordances, in that sense, characterize a kind of distributed agency — rendering 
everyday encounters between the old and young generative to higher-order 
cognition and collaboratively negotiated meaning. It was not well understood by 
either Western or Chinese researchers before. 

Finally, and most importantly, Douyin’s elder influencers have ceased to be 
digital freaks or entertainment sources. They are agents of deep cognitive 
reformation, key peer independence and genuine policy-loaded situated pedagogy 
for Chinese postgraduates. The new lens of reverse generative learning provides 
a way to theorize and design learning environments that harness the power of 
digital, intergenerational, and contextual interaction for advanced, lifelong 
education. The implications for international higher education are a direct 
consequence. Recruitment of Chinese postgraduates needs to recognize elder 
involvement explicitly: offering bilingual, family-oriented webinars; issuing 
plain-language guides on program strength, career options, and campus safety; 
and asking alumni (and, where relevant, their parents) to codeliver practicalities. 
Since older expectations tend to linger even after enrollment, universities need to 
translate this family-sensitive design into student service: predeparture briefings 
on managing intergenerational expectations, opt-in family update channels during 
interruptions, and counseling aware of family-driven pressure on changes in 
destination, major, or poststudy plans. In UK contexts, integration and well-being 
initiatives connecting Chinese students with supporting communities, which have 
emerged as particularly relevant, can be complemented by clear risk 
communication with families such that uncertainty can be mitigated without 
evading student responsibility. Such responses translate our mechanisms into 
practice: they recognize elder influence while maintaining students’ reflective 
decision-making abroad. 

THEORETICAL CONTRIBUTION: REVERSE GENERATIVE 
LEARNING 

Taken together, these findings lead us to propose the concept of reverse 
generative learning, a unique, reciprocal mechanism in which advanced learners 
(in this case, postgraduates) both internalize knowledge from older influencers 
and generate new knowledge, practices, and narratives that feed back into the 
influencer’s identity and the wider learning community. In contrast to the 
traditional transformative learning or situated cognition model, the implicit 
assumption is that expert-to-novice (or context-to-learner) knowledge 
transmission occurs in only a single way. Reverse generative learning, however, 
recognizes the directional mutuality and reciprocity of power between knowers 
within digital media spaces as being both recursive and contingent, shaping 
configurations themselves. 

This new framework addresses three major gaps identified in previous 
research. It first addresses the cognitive routes by which elderly influencers 
influence an even deeper, more organic form of attitude than they do among 
tertiary (college) scholars. Second, it explicates the enactment of transformative 
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learning through communality (sharing projects), affectivity (emotions at stake) 
and criticality in sense-making within algorithmically mediated spaces. This can 
only be achieved when cell-first learning fosters the grounds of deep, reciprocated 
and situated Chinese policy-context-dependent growth. Reverse generative 
learning highlights the agency of youth and their dynamics with old digital 
educators, thus pushing back on prior theory by both amplifying it within existing 
bounds while pointing toward new avenues in research scholarship that bring 
together such notions as digital education at this scale takes (again) and still 
unfolds courses en route peripherals. 

 

LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE STUDY 

Although this study was rich in interview data and used a rigorous coding 
framework, it has several limitations. The participation sample consisted of 23 
full-time master’s students, all of whom were aged between 22 and 25 years, in 
four first-tier cities of Guangdong. While this regional and demographic focus 
provided depth, it also somewhat limits generalizability. In contrast, we should 
expect reverse generative learning to unfold differently in undergraduate settings 
than in working adult settings or across regions where policies differ. Additionally, 
all participants reported having interacted with Douyin elderly influencers for 
more than six months. In multiple ways, however, this means that students who 
are less connected online or more critical of social media could observe and 
internalize these pressures in a manner not represented by our research. 

Our use of self-reported, retrospective interviews — a key method for 
studying transformative and situated learning processes — may also introduce 
bias due to memory or selective self-presentation. Although iterative coding and 
member-checking strengthened themes, the lack of observational or experimental 
data restricts our ability to make strong causal inferences about how 
transformational learning processes likely emerge as the lived experiences of 
elderly influencers and others shift cognition over time. Finally, future research 
may explore mixed-method designs that combine digital trace methods with more 
longitudinal observations or intervention studies. It may also be necessary to 
investigate how reverse generative learning functions differently in different 
disciplines, geographical environments, and social contexts, as well as to expand 
the theoretical implications of reverse generative learning. As the influencer 
education ecosystem is in a state of dynamic flux, combining qualitative depth 
with broader comparative or experimental approaches will be necessary for 
understanding intergenerational learning practices that occur within different 
contexts and contribute to situating transformative learning processes using 
digital technologies throughout China. 
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