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Why Can’t We Stop Binge-Watching Micro-Dramas?
—Exploring the Underlying Logic of Contemporary Youth’s Addiction to

“Quasi-McDonaldized” Micro-Dramas

Zhang Nannan' Xu Xiaojun®
(1. School of Marxism, Central China Normal University, Wuhan 430079, P.R.China;
2. School of Politics and International Relations, Central China Normal University,
Wuhan 430079, P.R.China)

Abstract: In the contemporary digital media ecosystem, micro-dramas have achieved explosive
popularity, captivating a vast demographic of young viewers. Driven by their distinctive “quasi-
McDonaldized” characteristics, micro-dramas have engendered the phenomenon of “relentless binge-
watching,” which has consequently emerged as a quintessential cultural symptom of this generation.
Fundamentally, this pervasive digital addiction stems from a profound, structural coupling between a
highly optimized supply side, which is rigidly shaped and steered by the dual forces of algorithmic
technology and digital capital, and the acute psychological demand side of contemporary youth. This
synergistic interaction ultimately forges a robust, self-reinforcing loop of addiction that is exceedingly

difficult to disrupt.
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Drawing upon and adapting classical sociological theory, this study identifies the primary
characteristics of “quasi-McDonaldized” micro-dramas as precision, calculability, predictability, and
high efficiency. Specifically, these characteristics manifest through highly precise algorithmic content
delivery that effectively bypasses traditional cognitive filters; clearly quantifiable production standards and
consumption costs; standardized designs that guarantee the highly efficient output of sensory and
emotional stimuli; and highly predictable narrative formulas that continuously offer low-cost
emotional compensation. In an era marked by intense structural pressures, social acceleration, and
increasing individual atomization, this particular entertainment format aligns precisely with the
expanding psychological void experienced by contemporary youth. It functions as a digital palliative,
offering a form of psychological compensation that is both instantaneously gratifying and continuously
escalating.

The progression from initial, casual exposure to profound behavioral addiction is not instantaneous;
rather, young people generally undergo a complex, four-stage psychological trajectory: cognitive
isolation, inner struggle, self-persuasion, and self-reconciliation. First, cognitive isolation constructs
an immersive virtual sanctuary, facilitating a mirrored release of real-world stress while simultaneously
insulating the user from external socio-cultural realities. Second, an inner struggle emerges as youth
seek an illusory sense of autonomous control within the digital narrative to compensate for their
pervasive feelings of powerlessness in the real world. Subsequently, self-persuasion neutralizes the
cognitive dissonance and anxiety associated with excessive consumption through the moral disengagement
of counter-normative, “guilty pleasure” behaviors. Finally, through self-reconciliation, youth fully
embrace a low-cost, high-intensity virtual substitute for genuine affective experiences, thereby
completing the psychological compensation loop. Entrapped within the ever-escalating thresholds of
satisfaction systematically provided by micro-dramas, young viewers gradually and unconsciously
slide into deep addiction.

Ultimately, the psychological capture effected by “quasi-McDonaldized” micro-dramas inevitably
leads to the attenuation of young people’ s real-world engagement and social participation. This
multifaceted degradation is evidenced by the distortion of realistic judgment at the level of values, the
blunting of genuine empathic perception at the level of affect, the reinforcement of fragmented,
egocentric thinking at the level of cognition, and the steady deterioration of authentic interpersonal
connections. Recognizing this critical socio-cultural challenge, there is an urgent, systemic imperative
for industry stakeholders to intervene. It is essential to proactively steer the micro-drama industry
away from the purely profit-driven “quasi-McDonaldized” trap, strategically harnessing its unique
narrative potential to foster positive cultural resonance and healthy psychological development among
the younger generation.

Keywords: Micro-dramas; Addiction mechanism; Quasi-McDonaldization; Rapid need gratification;

Escalating gratification
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