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Abstract

This study aimed to design a conceptual model for enhancing older adults’ health literacy in
the media based on audience needs and to explain the conditions, strategies, and outcomes
shaping this process. This qualitative study employed the systematic grounded theory approach
based on the Strauss and Corbin paradigm. Participants were 12 experts in communication and
media, health education and promotion, health literacy, and gerontology, selected initially
through purposive sampling and subsequently through theoretical sampling. Data were
collected through in-depth semi-structured interviews, and sampling continued until theoretical
saturation was reached. Data collection and analysis were conducted concurrently using open,
axial, and selective coding as well as the constant comparative method. Analysis began with
687 meaning units and resulted in 342 initial codes, 186 refined codes, 53 concepts, 21
subcategories, and six main categories. Causal conditions included increasing health
information needs associated with aging, inadequate adaptation of health content, exposure to
heterogeneous information, and increasing reliance on media for health-related decisions. The
central phenomenon was defined as the need for media health literacy adapted to aging
characteristics and the necessity of audience-centered health communication. Contextual
conditions included individual characteristics, social and family circumstances, media-use
patterns, and access to technology and services. The digital divide, media distrust,
misinformation, structural limitations, and economic and cultural barriers emerged as
intervening conditions. Major strategies included simplifying and age-adapting health
messages, validating  sources, teaching information-evaluation  skills, diversifying
communication channels, personalizing content, strengthening the role of families, promoting
interactive communication, and improving coordination between health institutions and media
organizations. Enhancing older adults’ health literacy through media requires a shift from
general and one-way information delivery toward an audience-centered, trustworthy,
interactive, multi-channel communication system tailored to the actual needs and capacities of
older adults.
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Grounded Theory
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Extended Abstract
Introduction
Population aging has become one of the major demographic and public health developments of contemporary
societies. As the proportion of older adults increases, health systems are increasingly required to respond to
the complex informational, preventive, therapeutic, and self-care needs associated with later life. Older adults
commonly experience chronic diseases, multimorbidity, polypharmacy, repeated interactions with health
services, and the need to make frequent decisions regarding treatment, nutrition, physical activity, disease
prevention, and self-management. Under these circumstances, health literacy constitutes a fundamental
resource enabling older adults to access, understand, evaluate, and appropriately use health information.
Evidence indicates that health literacy is associated with health-related behaviors and health status among older
adults and that limited health literacy may restrict individuals’ capacity to adopt appropriate health behaviors
and effectively manage their conditions (Liu etal., 2015). Health literacy is also associated with empowerment
and quality of life, indicating that older adults who are better able to understand and use health information
may participate more actively in decisions concerning their health and maintain greater independence in
everyday life (Ciftci et al., 2023). Similar evidence suggests that health literacy, together with active aging,
contributes to the quality of life of older populations (Sirisuwan et al., 2022).
The importance of health literacy becomes particularly apparent among older adults living with chronic
diseases. These individuals must interpret treatment instructions, monitor symptoms, adhere to medication
regimens, make decisions about health services, and continuously engage in self-care. Research has shown
that health literacy is associated with health outcomes among older patients with chronic diseases and that
psychological and behavioral mechanisms such as self-efficacy may influence this relationship (Lu et al.,
2023). In older adults coping with multiple chronic conditions, treatment burden, health literacy, and
medication adherence are also closely interrelated (Selvakumar et al., 2023). Studies conducted in Iran have
similarly demonstrated the relevance of health literacy to medication adherence and health-related quality of
life among community-dwelling older adults with diabetes (Kooshyar et al., 2013), as well as to medication
adherence among older adults with hypertension (Babazadeh et al., 2024). Moreover, reviews of Iranian
evidence have emphasized the close relationship between health literacy and self-care in later life (Sayadi et
al., 2023). Collectively, these findings suggest that improving the health of older adults requires more than
merely providing information; it requires strengthening their capacity to interpret information and translate it
into appropriate action.
The contemporary media environment has substantially changed the way older adults encounter health
information. Television and radio continue to play an important role, while websites, social media, messaging
applications, mobile technologies, and other digital platforms have increasingly become sources of health-
related content. This transformation has expanded opportunities for rapid access to information, but it has also
exposed older adults to information overload, inconsistent recommendations, commercially motivated content,
misinformation, and technically complex digital environments. Accordingly, eHealth literacy has emerged as
a critical component of contemporary health literacy. Older adults may encounter challenges related to digital
skills, accessibility, confidence, technology use, and the evaluation of online information, while
simultaneously requiring social and technical support to benefit from digital health resources (Saadati et al.,
2023). Research has further shown that eHealth literacy is associated with health-promoting behaviors and
that self-efficacy and self-care ability can mediate this relationship (Wang et al., 2022).
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The influence of media on health literacy, however, is neither direct nor uniform. Media contact may affect
health literacy through psychological and social mechanisms. Perceived social supportand self-efficacy have
been identified as sequential mediators between media contact and health literacy among middle-aged and
older adults (Jiang etal., 2024). Similarly, social media use may be associated with healthy behaviors through
eHealth literacy, while attitudes toward aging can modify such relationships (Wang et al., 2024). Individual
characteristics also matter. Personality traits, family communication, and self-efficacy have been found to
contribute to differences in health literacy among older adults with chronic diseases (Zhang et al., 2024).
These findings underscore the heterogeneity of older audiences and demonstrate why a uniform
communication approach is unlikely to meet the needs of all older adults.

Health literacy also extends beyond physical disease management. Limited mental health literacy may prevent
older people from recognizing psychological problems, interpreting symptoms accurately, and seeking
appropriate support (Lee et al., 2010). Perceived need, mental health literacy, self-stigma, and individual
psychological characteristics may also influence the use of mental health services among older adults
(Mackenzie & Pankratz, 2025). Furthermore, qualitative evidence indicates that older adults’ health literacy
in specific behavioral domains, such as physical activity, is shaped by interacting individual, interpersonal,
environmental, and structural factors (Moeini et al., 2022). In socially disadvantaged settings, the interaction
between multimorbidity, health literacy, and quality of life further demonstrates that health literacy cannot be
understood separately from the social context in which aging occurs (Yogesh et al., 2024). Therefore, a
comprehensive approach to older adults’ health literacy must simultaneously consider audience characteristics,
communication environments, social support, technological access, content quality, and the credibility of
information.

Despite the growing literature on health literacy, eHealth literacy, medication adherence, self-care, and quality
of life among older adults, much of the available evidence has examined isolated variables or predetermined
relationships. Less attention has been paid to explaining, from a grounded and audience-centered perspective,
how causal, contextual, and intervening conditions interact with media-related strategies to shape older adults’
health literacy. A conceptual model grounded in expert experience can help clarify how media should be
designed, adapted, and integrated with health services to respond effectively to the actual needs of older
audiences. Therefore, the present study aimed to design a conceptual model for enhancing older adults’ health
literacy in the media based on audience needs using a grounded theory approach.

Methods and Materials

This qualitative study was conducted using the systematic grounded theory approach based on the Strauss and
Corbin paradigm. Participants consisted of 12 experts in communication and media, health education and
promotion, health literacy, gerontology, and related areas of older adult health communication. Participants
were initially selected through purposive sampling based on relevant academic, professional, research, or
executive experience, and theoretical sampling was subsequently used as categories emerged during analysis.
Sampling and interviewing continued until theoretical saturation was achieved and additional interviews no
longer generated substantively new concepts or relationships.

Data were collected through in-depth semi-structured interviews. The interviews began with broad questions
concerning older adults’ health information needs, their interaction with media, barriers to understanding and
using health information, the characteristics of appropriate health messages, trust in media sources, digital
challenges, the role of family and health professionals, and strategies for improving health literacy through
media. Probing questions were used to clarify participants’ experiences and explore emerging concepts in
greater depth. With participants’ consent, interviews were recorded and transcribed verbatim. Field notes and
analytical memos were also documented throughout data collection. Data collection and analysis proceeded
concurrently so that emerging findings could inform subsequent interviews and theoretical sampling.
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Data were analyzed using open, axial, and selective coding together with constant comparative analysis.
During open coding, meaningful units were identified and assigned initial conceptual codes. Similar codes
were compared, merged, and grouped into higher-order concepts and subcategories. During axial coding,
relationships among categories were examined according to the Strauss and Corbin paradigm, including causal
conditions, contextual conditions, intervening conditions, the central phenomenon, strategies, and
consequences. During selective coding, the categories were integrated around a core category to develop the
final conceptual model. Analytical memoing, repeated comparison with raw data, continuous review of coding
decisions, and examination of conceptual relationships were used to enhance the credibility, dependability,
confirmability, and conceptual coherence of the findings.

Findings

The 12 participants included seven men and five women, with an approximate mean age of 49.6 years and an
age range of 38 to 62 years. Nine participants held doctoral degrees and three held master’s degrees. Their
disciplinary backgrounds included communication and media studies, health education and promotion,
gerontology and older adult health, and health literacy and health communication. Professional experience
ranged from 10 to 30 years. Analysis indicated that the major categories had largely stabilized by the tenth
interview, while the final two interviews served to confirm theoretical adequacy and refine relationships among
categories.

The coding process began with 687 meaningful statements extracted from the interviews. Open coding
generated 342 initial codes, which were reduced to 186 distinct codes after removing redundancy and merging
conceptually overlapping items. These codes were subsequently organized into 53 concepts and 21
subcategories. Through axial coding, the subcategories were integrated into six principal categories
corresponding to causal conditions, the central phenomenon, contextual conditions, intervening conditions,
strategies, and consequences. Selective coding resulted in one core category: “empowering older adults to
access, understand, evaluate, and consciously apply health information through media adapted to audience
needs.”

The causal conditions consisted of increasing health information needs associated with aging, inadequate
adaptation of health content to the characteristics of older adults, growing exposure to heterogeneous and
sometimes conflicting health information, and increasing reliance on media in health-related decision-making.
These conditions contributed to the emergence of the central phenomenon, defined as the need for media-
related health literacy appropriate to the characteristics of aging and the necessity of audience-centered health
communication. The central phenomenon incorporated the ability to access health information, comprehend
health messages, evaluate source credibility, distinguish inaccurate or misleading information, compare health
options, and convert information into practical health behavior.

Contextual conditions included older adults’ individual characteristics, social and family circumstances,
patterns of media consumption, and access to technology and health services. Relevant individual
characteristics included educational level, general literacy, cognitive functioning, visual and auditory capacity,
previous illness experience, learning motivation, and self-efficacy. Family support and caregivers frequently
functioned as intermediaries between older adults and health information, particularly among those with
limited digital skills. Media preferences also varied considerably, with some participants emphasizing the
continuing relevance of traditional media and others highlighting the increasing importance of social networks
and messaging platforms.

Intervening conditions included the digital divide among older adults, media trust or distrust, information
pollution and misinformation, structural limitations in health-message production, and economic and cultural
barriers. The digital divide included not only unequal access to devices and the Internet but also limited search
skills, fear of technology, difficulty navigating digital services, and dependence on others. Trust was strongly
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influenced by the visibility of professional expertise, institutional affiliation, transparency of information
sources, and previous audience experiences. Conversely, commercialized content, pseudoscientific claims,
contradictory messages, and unverified information complicated evaluation and reduced confidence.

Eight major strategies were identified: simplifying and age-adapting health messages; validating and clearly
identifying health information sources; teaching skills for evaluating health information; diversifying
communication channels; personalizing content and segmenting older audiences; strengthening the role of
families, caregivers, and trusted intermediaries; establishing interactive and feedback-oriented
communication; and improving coordination between the health system and media organizations. These
strategies were expected to generate six main outcomes: increased functional health literacy; increased
interactive and critical health literacy; improved self-care and decision-making; reduced vulnerability to
misinformation; increased participation and independence among older adults; and improved health outcomes
and quality of life.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings demonstrate that enhancing older adults’ health literacy through media is a multidimensional and
process-oriented phenomenon rather than a simple educational intervention. Access to information alone is
insufficient. Effective health communication requires attention to the characteristics of older audiences, the
accessibility and credibility of messages, the social environment in which information is interpreted, and the
technological and structural conditions that determine whether information can be used in practice. The model
therefore positions health literacy as an outcome of interaction among individual capacities, media
characteristics, family and social support, digital competence, and institutional communication practices.

A central implication of the model is that older adults should not be treated as a homogeneous audience.
Differences in educational background, health status, cognitive and sensory abilities, digital experience,
socioeconomic conditions, and family support alter the ways in which health messages are accessed and
interpreted. Audience segmentation and message personalization are therefore essential. A technically accurate
message may still be ineffective if it is linguistically complex, visually inaccessible, too rapidly presented,
poorly matched to the audience’s digital skills, or delivered through a channel that the intended audience does
not routinely use.

The findings also emphasize that media health literacy should incorporate critical evaluation rather than merely
comprehension. Contemporary older adults increasingly encounter a mixture of professional information,
personal experiences, advertising, influencer content, and misinformation. Accordingly, interventions should
teach audiences how to identify trustworthy sources, recognize commercial or misleading messages, compare
information across sources, and avoid making treatment decisions solely on the basis of unverified media
content. This critical dimension is particularly important for older adults managing chronic diseases and
multiple medications, for whom misinformation may have direct clinical consequences.

Another important conclusion concerns the supportive role of families, caregivers, health professionals, and
trusted community intermediaries. For many older adults, health communication is not an isolated individual
process. Information may be accessed, interpreted, or verified collaboratively. Incorporating these social actors
into media-based health literacy programs may therefore increase both accessibility and confidence. Similarly,
interaction with health professionals and opportunities for questions and feedback can transform media
communication from a one-way transfer of information into a more supportive process of health decision-
making.

The proposed model further suggests that improving health literacy requires coordination between media
organizations and health institutions. Content should be scientifically validated, clearly sourced, age-
appropriate, accessible across multiple channels, and periodically evaluated in terms of audience
comprehension and practical usefulness. Traditional and digital media should be used as complementary rather
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than competing channels so that digitally disadvantaged older adults are not excluded. Interactive
communication mechanisms, accessible interfaces, and consistent source-identification practices can further
strengthen trust and usability.

Overall, the grounded theory model developed in this study conceptualizes the enhancement of older adults’
health literacy as a transition from general, one-way health information dissemination toward an audience-
centered, trustworthy, interactive, multi-channel, and empowering communication system. By integrating
causal, contextual, and intervening conditions with practical strategies and expected outcomes, the model
provides a theoretically coherent framework for designing media interventions that respond to the actual needs
and capacities of older adults. Its central proposition is that older adults’ health literacy can be effectively
strengthened when media communication enables them not only to receive health information, but also to
understand, critically evaluate, and confidently apply that information in everyday health decisions.
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