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With the growing digitization of communication, older adults are Received 5 March 2025
increasingly integrating social media and messenger apps into Accepted 26 November 2025
their daily information practices. This article presents a

preregistered systematic literature review of English-language ; : "

2 . X information use; literature
publications from 2015 to 2023, offering an overview of how review; messenger apps:
older adults use these digital services for news and information. news use: older adults; social
Existing studies provide insights into the general adoption of media
social media and messenger apps among older adults. These
studies report that older adults primarily use these services to
stay informed about their social circles, while other types of
information — such as news — are used more incidentally and are
often linked to relational and emotional needs. However, there is
a limited understanding of older adults’ specific usage patterns
and habits, the content used, and the influence of platform
features on engagement. We conclude by identifying areas for
further inquiry, including the need for more methodological
diversity and theory building, more inclusive conceptualizations
of older adults’ roles in todays information society, and a more
nuanced understanding of what it means to use social media and
messenger apps for information.
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Accelerated by the COVID-19 pandemic (e.g., Sixsmith et al., 2022), older adults - persons
aged 60 and above (United Nations, 2017) - are increasingly using social media and mes-
senger apps. In the European Union, for example, 30% of those aged 55-74 use social
media and 75% use messenger apps (Eurostat, 2024). Likewise, roughly one-third of adults
aged 50-69 use Facebook, and the platform is becoming popular even among those aged 70
and above (Miiller, 2024). Similar patterns can be observed beyond Europe; in China, older
adults account for a significant share of WeChat users (Manley, 2024). As with younger
users, individuals aged 60 and above now rely on these platforms not only for social inter-
action but also to stay informed about current affairs and news (Newman et al., 2023).
This development is particularly intriguing for communication research because of
the unique characteristics of social media and messenger apps, as well as the usage
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patterns associated with them (Kiimpel, 2022; Valenzuela & Santos, 2024). On social
media platforms, news is often encountered incidentally, represents only a (small)
share of available content, and is subject to algorithmic and social curation (Kiimpel,
2022; Thorson & Wells, 2016). Messenger apps are even more shaped by social influences
- not only due to the privacy and directness of communication, but also because news
and information use depends on ones network (Kimpel, 2019a; Matassi et al., 2019).

Accordingly, research on older adults’ use of social media and messenger apps has
grown considerably. To date, however, this field consists largely of individual studies
conducted in different settings and with varying frameworks (e.g., Freeman et al,
2020; Quan-Haase et al., 2017; Zhao et al., 2023), and a comprehensive synthesis is
still lacking. Such integration is particularly relevant given that media habits are deeply
ingrained (LaRose, 2010) and knowledge derived from younger users cannot simply be
extrapolated to older adults. Research indicates that dysfunctional usage behaviors are
more prominent in this demographic. For instance, older adults seem to be more suscep-
tible to encountering and spreading misinformation (Grinberg et al., 2019; Guess et al.,
2019), show lower proficiency with digital news (Meflimer et al., 2021), and have lower
algorithmic literacy (Cotter & Reisdorf, 2020; Gran et al,, 2021). This is especially con-
cerning given that older adults are particularly vulnerable to the consequences of inaccur-
ate information, especially in health contexts. To address these challenges effectively, it is
crucial to better understand how older adults perceive and use social media and messen-
ger apps for information and news, and what content they encounter on services such as
Facebook, WhatsApp, or WeChat.

This article provides a comprehensive review of the current research on older adults’
use of social media and messenger apps for information and news. Drawing on a prere-
gistered systematic review of the English-language literature published between 01-01-
2015 and 12-01-2023, the aim is to uncover general patterns and trends and identify
knowledge gaps. Based on our review, we suggest possible next steps for this line of
work in terms of research ideas, methodological approaches, and theory-building.

Method: systematic literature review

Considering our goal of making ‘sense of a body of existing literature through the aggre-
gation, interpretation, explanation, or integration of existing research’ (Xiao & Watson,
2019, p. 94), we conducted a systematic literature review of articles on older adults’ use of
social media and messenger apps for information and news. While several literature
reviews examine older adults’ general Internet use (Hunsaker & Hargittai, 2018) or
their social networking site use in relation to health outcomes (e.g., Chen et al., 2022;
Newman et al., 2021), to our knowledge this is the first' review to address their infor-
mation and news use on social media platforms and messenger apps. This section out-
lines the key considerations, definitions, and procedures guiding our literature search
and categorization.

To enhance transparency and reproducibility, we preregistered our methodology -
including search, screening, and data extraction strategies — prior to data collection,
using the Qualitative Preregistration Form (van den Akker et al., 2023). The preregistra-
tion (frozen on November 14, 2023) is available via the study’s OSF repository: https://
doi.org/10.17605/OSF.I0/U62CQ. The codebook for the quantitative and qualitative
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analyses, reproducible R analysis scripts, and an overview of the literature sample are
accessible at: https://doi.org/10.17605/OSF.IO/DV86A.

Preliminary considerations and definitions

Before proceeding, it is necessary to clarify what is meant by ‘information use’ and ‘news
use,” which applications fall under ‘social media’ and ‘messenger apps,” and the demo-
graphic considered ‘older adults.” To maintain a broad scope, we rely on a social
definition of ‘information” (Hasebrink & Domeyer, 2010) to guide sampling and analysis
- conceptualizing it as something that is both new and subjectively useful/valuable.
Against this background, different information needs can be distinguished (ibid.), ran-
ging from users’ general need for information and surveillance (undirected information
needs) to staying informed about their personal interests (topic-related information
needs) or social environment (group-related information needs) to obtaining information
for solving a particular problem (problem-related information needs). ‘News’ is defined
more narrowly as content published by professional media providers, focusing on inter-
national, national, regional, or other current events of public interest (Newman et al,,
2023). ‘Use’ of information or news is understood broadly, encompassing both passive
consumption and active engagement, such as evaluating, discussing, or sharing content.

Following Carr and Hayess (2015) seminal definition, social media are defined as dis-
entrained, persistent online channels of masspersonal communication that facilitate
interaction among users. The aspect of masspersonal communication is crucial, as plat-
forms such as Facebook, Twitter/X, or Instagram ‘allow individuals to broadcast mess-
ages to a large, yet often interpersonal, mass audience’ (ibid., p. 52). This differs from
messenger apps such as WhatsApp which ‘provide opportunities for dynamic multime-
dia sharing between pairs or small groups of users’ (Yamamoto et al., 2018, p. 2376), thus
being more intimate and closed systems of communication. Including both social media
and messenger apps in this review is not only an empirical necessity — given super-apps
such as WeChat that combine elements of both - but also a conceptual advantage, as it
enables assessment of how the distinct characteristics of these services shape information
use.

To capture the range of existing categorizations, we applied a broad definition of ‘older
adults’ during sampling, focusing on individuals aged 45 and older. Nonetheless, for an
article to be included, it had to explicitly refer to older adults, for instance, by labeling the
subjects as ‘old(er) adults,” ‘seniors,” or ‘silver surfers’ (see next section). For the analysis,
we then applied the UN definition and included only publications reporting findings for
adults aged 60 and over (see below).

Literature search strategy

The sampling process followed a detailed review protocol specifying the databases and
search strings used, the search period, and substantive and formal eligibility criteria.
The protocol was validated by determining whether the search yielded five studies that
met all eligibility criteria (Ferndndez-Ardeévol & Rosales, 2017; Guo, 2017; Himmerle
et al., 2020; Sippl et al., 2017; Yu, 2020). These publications were selected because they
all treated the empirical phenomenon at the center of our review as a primary focus,
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while differing in emphasis (e.g., social media vs. messenger apps, undirected vs. group-
related information needs) and representing all three publication types included in this
review. All were successfully retrieved using the proposed strategy.

The literature search was conducted in late 2023, targeting articles published from
January 1, 2015, to December 1, 2023. We chose this time frame to capture the
range of older adults’ use of these services and developments over time, while ensuring
comparability by excluding literature from earlier phases when social media differed
substantially from its present form. We searched three databases: (1) SCOPUS, (2)
EBSCO Communication & Mass Media Complete, and (3) Google Scholar. SCOPUS
was selected for its broad disciplinary coverage and high number of results for our
search strings, while EBSCO was chosen for its focus on communication research.
Despite limitations such as algorithmic filtering and a less sophisticated search inter-
face, Google Scholar was included for its unmatched scope that became evident during
protocol validation.

To create the search strings, we developed three categories of keywords related to (1)
old adulthood, (2) information and news use, and (3) social media and messenger apps.
This process drew on the search strategy reported by Hunsaker and Hargittai (2018) and
was supplemented with additionally researched keywords (see Table 1). We deliberately
focused on such overarching terms to ensure that all relevant studies were captured while
avoiding an unmanageable amount of search results that could compromise screening
reliability and validity.

Except for Google Scholar, which limits search strings to 256 characters, all keywords
were combined into a single search string using Boolean operators.” Keywords within
each category (e.g., all keywords related to old adulthood) were connected with OR,
and the resulting category strings were linked with AND. Apart from Google Scholar,
which does not allow abstract-based searches, we searched the TITLE, ABSTRACT,
and KEYWORDS fields. We chose not to search full texts (except in Google Scholar)
to minimize irrelevant results, based on the assumption that research not well-indexed
by keywords or titles likely has limited influence in the field. In SCOPUS and EBSCO,
all results were screened, while for Google Scholar, we reviewed the first ten pages of
results for each search string. Ultimately, we identified n = 6,081 records (see Figure 1
for an overview). After removing duplicates (n =254), we proceeded with screening »
= 5,827 records.

Table 1. Keywords used for generating the search strings.

Reference to old adulthood Reference to information & news use Reference to social media/messenger apps
‘old adults’ ‘information use’ ‘social media’

‘older adults’ ‘news use’ ‘social network’

‘old people’ ‘information’ ‘social networks’

‘older people’ ‘news’ ‘social networking site’

‘elderly’ ‘current affairs’ ‘social networking sites’

‘seniors’ - ‘messenger’

‘senior’ - ‘messaging app’

‘aging’ - ‘messaging apps’

‘ageing’ - ‘instant messaging’

‘silver surfer’ - _
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Records identified from:
g SCOPUS (n = 2,470) Records removed before
§ CMC (n = 47) R scree'ning:
2_3 Google Scholar (n = 404,184; » Duplicate records removed
5 screened: n = 3,564) (n=254)
= Total: n = 254
n= 6,081
7 #
Abstracts screened for Abstracts excluded:
eligibility: » SCOPUS (n=2,000)
CMC (n=11)
=5,827
%” 1 Google Scholar (n =2,979)
= Total: n = 4,990
g
= A
@n
Fi '_‘”_ "f"f’s assessed for Full texts excluded:
eligibility: > Substantive criterion not
n =837 fulfilled (n = 405)
i Formal criteria not fulfilled
(n=27)
Report not retrievable
(n=54)
Total: n = 483*
* Three entries both did not fulfil formal
criteria and had no available full text,
causing mismatch between sum and total.
Y
'
Publications included prior
fo Extraction: _| Full texts excluded:
| No extractable findings
= n=354 (n=75)
= Review/overview article
e Y (n=32)
& Publications included in Formal criteria not fulfilled
review: (n=3)
Total: n = 110
n =244

Figure 1. Literature search and screening process.

Literature screening strategy

Following the guidelines for reproducible literature review sampling proposed by Rogge
et al. (2024), we began our review with an abstract-based screening (ABS stage) to assess
whether abstracts aligned with our research objectives. We translated our eligibility criteria
into content-analysis categories, coding each category as either met (1) or not met (0).
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Only abstracts scoring 4 - meeting all three formal criteria and the substantive criterion -
advanced to the full-text reading (FTR stage). The formal criteria for the ABS stage
included: publication language (English), publication type (published in a peer-reviewed
journal, conference proceeding, or edited volume), and publication date (published
between 01-01-2015 and 12-01-2023). For this first screening, the substantive criterion
was deliberately broad, only requiring that publications address online activities of
older adults, either empirically or theoretically. This approach ensured that studies
only peripherally related to older adults’ information use in social media and/or messa-
ging apps were not overlooked. During the ABS stage, we excluded #n =4,990 records,
leaving us with n =837 records for the FTR stage.

The FTR stage aimed to evaluate records for relevance and generate the final sample
for extraction and categorization. Here, we refined the substantive criterion, requiring
that eligible publications address — at least partially — older adults’ information or news
use in social media and/or messenger apps, either theoretically or empirically. Only pub-
lications meeting this substantive criterion in the full text were included in the literature
extraction. During the FTR stage, we excluded n =483 records, leaving us with n =354
records for coding and data extraction.

Literature extraction and categorization strategy

To extract relevant information from the included records, we developed a codebook (see
OSF repository) that covered formal (e.g., publication type, year, and title), methodologi-
cal/analytical (e.g., methodological and analytical approach, country of data collection)
and content-related aspects (e.g., exclusive focus on older adults, definition of old adulthood,
information needs and specific topics addressed). After comprehensive training with the
three coders - including the discussion of categories and coding rules, jointly coding selected
publications, and then separately coding another set of publications to ensure a shared
understanding -, we conducted the extraction using a questionnaire-style entry form.
During this process, we re-verified the fulfillment of our eligibility criteria and excluded
three additional records that failed to meet the formal criteria. Additionally, we excluded
all n = 32 records that provided reviews or overviews of existing literature and n = 75 records
where the FTR-stage coding proved overly generous and no findings on older adults infor-
mation or news use in social media or messenger apps were reported. The final sample thus
comprises #n = 244 publications, forming the basis for the analyses below.

In addition to quantitative analysis, we conducted an in-depth qualitative analysis
using content-structuring qualitative content analysis techniques (Mayring, 2014) to
identify thematic patterns and synthesize the main findings of the sampled publications.
We used the codings of content-related aspects to filter publications (e.g., those addres-
sing undirected information needs) and extracted all relevant text segments on the
filtered aspect. Specifically, we recorded text segments related to (a) the four information
needs, and (b) topics covered by at least ten publications (e.g., personal content, nutrition
and health, travel and tourism). We then analyzed the coded passages both vertically
(within one category across all publications) and horizontally (across categories, consid-
ering study characteristics such as platform, method, or country). This approach enabled
us to identify overarching trends and explain similarities and differences related to study
design.
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Results
Quantitative analysis: research methods and settings

A key question in researching older adults’ digital behavior is how ‘older adulthood’ is
defined, as findings and their implications may vary considerably depending on the cho-
sen age threshold. Most publications in our sample mainly or exclusively focus on older
adults (77.9%, n =190), while the remaining ones also prominently feature findings on
other age groups. However, only around half of the publications (53.2%, n = 130) expli-
citly define an age threshold for ‘older adults.” These theoretically defined minimum ages
vary considerably, ranging from 40 to 85 years, with a mean of 59 years (SD = 6.83). This
closely aligns with the actual average minimum age of study participants, 59.2 years (SD
=7.2; range 40-80). These differences and the high number of publications lacking any
theoretical definition of old adulthood indicate a lack of consensus among researchers
regarding who qualifies as an ‘older adult.’” For all following analyses, we retained, in
line with the UN definition, only publications reporting findings on adults aged 60
and over, excluding n = 28 publications.’

The remaining n = 216 publications on older adults’ use of social media and/or mes-
senger apps for information/news show a clear increase over time (Figure 2). Since 2015,
output has grown considerably, peaking at 41 publications in 2022.* The visible increase
in publications since 2020 illustrates that the COVID-19 pandemic seems to have been a
major attention driver: Nearly one-fifth of the publications (19%, n = 41) focus on infor-
mation usage in the context of the pandemic. The sample is dominated by peer-reviewed
journal articles (78.2%, n = 169) and conference papers (18.5%, n = 40), while book chap-
ters represent a minority (3.2%, n=7). Out of the 216 publications, nearly all report
empirical studies (95.8%, n=207). Seven publications were categorized as software
papers, only one as a conceptual paper, and one as an essay.

50

40 .
1| |

Type of Publication

. B Book Chapter
B Conference Paper

Journal Article

Number of Publications

2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023
Year

Figure 2. Distribution of publication types, 2015-2023.
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Most publications examine social media platforms, with 54.6% (n=118) focusing
exclusively on these. Another 38% (n = 82) also consider messenger apps, including pub-
lications that investigate ‘super apps’ such as WeChat that combine features of both. Only
a few studies (7.4%, n = 16) focus solely on messenger apps. Facebook is the most studied
social media platform (52.8%), followed by Twitter/X (16.2%) and YouTube (12%). For
messenger apps, WhatsApp is the most researched (28.2%); super apps such as WeChat
(11.6%) also received notable attention. However, 20.8% (n =45) of the publications
reference no specific applications, limiting their focus to social media and/or messenger
apps in general.

Focusing on the n = 207 empirical publications, most report a single study (83.1%, n =
172). However, a non-negligible share of publications report two (15%) or even three
(1.9%) studies, potentially indicating multi-method designs. Focusing on the first indi-
vidual study for each publication, authors adopted qualitative (55.1%, n =114) and, to
a smaller extent, quantitative (41.5%) analytical approaches almost equally, with
mixed-method analyses (e.g., a content analysis using both qualitative and quantitative
techniques) as a distant third (2.9%). Regarding the mode of data collection, surveys/
interviews were dominant (90.3%, n =187), followed by observational studies (5.8%)
and content analyses (2.9%). Observations gain relevance within the second reported
study (27.8%, n=10), suggesting ethnographic designs combining (qualitative) inter-
views and (qualitative) observations. Geographically, most publications used data
obtained in China (18.4%, n = 38), followed by the USA (15.9%) and Australia (8.7%).
Figure 3 summarizes this distribution of data collection in the empirical studies, also
reflecting that in much of the Global South, many older adults still seem to lack material
access to these services (Mammen et al., 2023).

Studies y,’

25
10
o 3

1

Figure 3. Geospatial distribution of individual empirical studies, 2015-2023.
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Qualitative analysis: research themes and findings

Building on these quantitative findings, we now examine older adults’ information use on
social media and messenger apps in more detail.” As outlined in the introduction, we
draw on Hasebrink and Domeyer’s (2010) social understanding of information to struc-
ture our analysis of ‘information use’ along four distinct needs: users’ general need for
information and surveillance (undirected information needs), the need to stay informed
about their personal interests (topic-related information needs) or social environment
(group-related information needs), and the need to obtain information for solving a par-
ticular problem (problem-related information needs). Most publications address a single
information need (42.1%, 91 out of 216), while about one-fourth examine two needs
(23.6%). In a similar share of publications (20.8%), no specific need is identifiable. The
prevalence of the four needs in the sampled publications structures the following in-
depth findings.

Additionally, we coded whether the publications address information use within the-
matic contexts, such as travel or news. The majority of publications (84.7%, n = 183)
report findings on information use related to one (40.7%, n = 88) or more specific topics.
The most prevalent topics include personal content (51.4%, n = 111), health and nutri-
tion (41.2%, n=289), and news (24.5%, n=53). Other common topics are false infor-
mation (14.8%, n =32), politics or art (each 6.9%, n=15), and travel (6.5%, n = 14).
These topics will be used to illustrate how older adults meet - or fail to meet - their infor-
mation needs on social media and messenger apps.

Group-related information needs

Group-related information needs are addressed in nearly two-thirds of the publications
(65.3%, n=141). According to these publications, social interaction is a key motive of
older adults’ use of messenger apps such as WhatsApp (e.g., 72, 77) or WeChat (e.g.,
70, 225), as well as social media platforms like Facebook (e.g., 18, 224) and their messen-
ger features (e.g., 58, 111). Many studies exploring relational factors (23.3%, 57 out of
244) emphasize that older adults use of these services is often initiated directly by family
members (e.g., 175) or indirectly through network effects (e.g., 162). Online interactions
with family and friends foster a ‘sense of relatedness’ (Zhao et al., 2023, p. 9), which
becomes especially important when physical contact is limited, such as during the
COVID-19 pandemic (e.g., 9) or across geographical distances (e.g., 153).

Older adults appear to use these services not only to stay connected with close family
and friends but also to maintain relationships with broader networks, such as acquain-
tances or former colleagues (e.g., 99). For instance, they use Facebook’s search and
group features to rekindle old friendships (e.g., 17) or form new ones (e.g., 13).

Regarding intensity of use, many publications report that older adults prefer to pas-
sively observe information from their social circles, for example, to ‘keep track of the
grandkids’ (Freeman et al., 2020, p. 6, see also 22, 137). However, many study participants
also actively share content, both to maintain connections and for self-presentation (e.g.,
53, 70). For instance, they post ‘impressions of everyday life’ (Himmerle et al., 2020, see
also 4) such as meals, activities, and health updates. Some studies also report that they
share travel reports and photos (e.g., 57). This behavior appears to be more common
on messenger apps or messenger features of social media than in public spaces on
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these platforms (e.g., 7, 89, 211), where older adults tend to be more passive readers
(Quan-Haase et al., 2017, p. 977, see also 198). An important reason is their perception
of platforms like Facebook or Twitter/X as overly public, compared to the more intimate
messenger apps or features, leading to privacy concerns (e.g., 69, 124).

Overall, the literature suggests that group-related information needs are very impor-
tant for older adults’ use of messenger apps and social media and, as the following sec-
tions will demonstrate, often intersect with other types of information needs.

Topic-related information needs

Topic-related information needs are addressed in 30.6% of the publications (n = 66).
According to our literature sample, older adults use messenger apps (e.g., 20, 63), but
even more so social media (e.g., 15, 123), for information on personal interests and hob-
bies. Studies highlight these platforms as important sources of health information (e.g.,
67), particularly during the COVID-19 pandemic (e.g., 42). But older adults also engage
with content on lifestyle and aging (e.g., 146), politics (e.g., 139), and travel (e.g., 69),
since they value the platforms’ topic and viewpoint diversity (e.g., 8, 151). Additionally,
they appreciate topic-specific Facebook groups (e.g., 130, 226) for connecting with like-
minded individuals.

While publications again report that older adults consume this content mainly pas-
sively, some also actively share and comment - even in more public spaces such as social
media feeds or groups -, motivated by a desire to help others (e.g., by sharing health tips,
76; or cultural recommendations, 111). Another motive is self-presentation, with studies
showing that older adults share their artistic and sporting achievements (e.g., 66) or their
political views (211). These findings support that relational and emotional connections,
rather than the pure content, often drive older adults’ topic-related information use
(Wang et al., 2020, p. 8, see also 41). This overlap between topic - and group-related
needs further underscores the importance of social connectedness in older adults use
of messenger apps and social media.

Undirected information needs

Approximately one-fourth of the publications in our sample (25.5%, n=>55) explore
undirected information needs. Of course, this does not imply that consuming news
and general life management information plays a minor role for older adults on these
services. However, in the studies that do address the use of such content, only some par-
ticipants purposefully use messenger apps (e.g., 86, 142) or social media (e.g., 93, 242) for
news. Instead, news consumption tends to be incidental, with older adults encountering
news in their timelines or receiving forwarded content in messenger chats (e.g., 184, 195).
This again overlaps with group-related needs, as some older adults share news to foster a
sense of belonging (e.g., 169, 229).

As mentioned above, a considerable share of publications (14.8%) address misinfor-
mation as a concern in relation to news use. Their findings reveal a mixed pattern:
While many older adults are skeptical about the trustworthiness of social media, particu-
larly concerning health, politics, and news (e.g., 69, 100), they tend to trust information
that is shared by their social circle on messenger apps (e.g., 64). According to the litera-
ture, this trust may lead them to unintentionally spread false information, especially
through messenger apps (132, 213).
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Problem-related information needs

Only one-eighth of the sampled publications address problem-related information needs
(12%, n = 26). Although this, again, does not necessarily indicate that such needs are gen-
erally less prominent in older adults’ use of these services, social media platforms in par-
ticular seem less suitable for fulfilling them. Study participants rarely report using social
media for queries such as recipes or tutorials (e.g., 150, 244). Instead, the review indicates
that they often find it difficult to locate relevant information due to the overwhelming
amount of content on platforms like Twitter/X and Facebook (e.g., 107, 141). Messenger
apps, however, are often viewed as an ‘organizational device’ for quickly gathering pro-
blem-solving information, owing to their chat structure and clearly defined audience
(Caliandro et al., 2021, p. 63, see also 6).

In summary, the in-depth analysis suggests that group-related information needs are
central to older adults’ use of social media and messenger apps. Other types of infor-
mation use, though certainly relevant, appear more incidental and are often tied to rela-
tional and emotional needs. Comparative studies also show that older adults use social
media less frequently than younger generations (e.g., 24, 60) and less often than tra-
ditional media (e.g., 12, 222). Furthermore, intensive use is often reported in qualitative
studies with small samples, limited to older adults who are already users of these services.
Therefore, while messenger apps and social media meet various information needs of
older adults, their specific role in older adults’ news and information repertoires requires
further examination.

Moving forward: how to advance research on older adults’ information
use in social media and messenger apps

Social media and messenger apps have become an integral part of many older adults’
media repertoires, with many using them also for information and news (Newman
et al., 2023). While extensive research exists on whether and how young users perceive
the algorithmic curation of information (e.g., Swart, 2021), how they use social media
and messenger apps for information purposes, and how the unique features of these
applications influence their behavior (e.g., Bergstrom & Belfrage, 2018; Peters et al.,
2021), less is known about older adults, as this systematic literature review has demon-
strated. Although existing publications provide — often detailed - insights into their gen-
eral adoption of social media and messenger apps for different information needs, there
is a limited understanding of their specific usage patterns and habits, the content they
engage with, and the influence of the applications features. Such an understanding is cru-
cial for a comprehensive picture of older net citizens’ role in contemporary democratic
societies. Building on our findings, we identify key issues that future research should
address.

I: need for a differentiated view on ‘using’ social media and messenger apps

It seems crucial to take a more nuanced approach to understanding older adults” use of
social media and messenger apps for information purposes. This need for differentiation
becomes evident at the most basic level Many studies were excluded from the final
sample because they only addressed the general ‘Internet use’ or ‘technology use’ of
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older adults. This occurred despite all the works analyzed for this review being relatively
recent, published between 2015 and 2023. A similar issue arises with studies specifically
focused on social media or messenger apps. Despite the variety of features, usage modes,
and platform-specific norms (e.g., Leiner et al., 2018; Trilling & Knudsen, 2025), many
studies fall short by merely identifying whether older adults use these applications (for
a particular information need).

Even when studies explicitly examine how older adults use social media or messenger
apps for information or news, detailed insights into their specific practices and routines
remain limited. For example, while research addresses engagement practices on these ser-
vices, the focus is often restricted to sharing behaviors, which constitutes only a small
aspect of the broader usage patterns that (older) users may demonstrate (Groot Korme-
link, 2019; Kiumpel, 2019a). Moreover, studies on older adults’ perceptions of social
media and messaging apps tend to focus on concerns about trustworthiness and privacy.
This attitude-focused approach, however, overlooks the perception of distinct character-
istics, such as the social and algorithmic curation of content (Kiimpel, 2022).

Building on news audience research focused on young adults (e.g., Peters et al., 2021;
Swart, 2021; Wunderlich, 2023), future research should examine more closely the role
that specific social media and messenger apps play in older adults’ information reper-
toires. This includes investigating how perceptions of their distinct characteristics influ-
ence the evaluation and use of content, as well as how situational contexts — such as
environmental, social, or temporal factors - shape usage practices. Such research
would not only provide clearer insights into the differences between younger and
older users but would also help resolve the mixed findings in the current literature, par-
ticularly regarding older adults’ sensitivity to misinformation. These differentiated
insights also offer practical benefits, as developing effective strategies to enhance digital
competencies among older adults requires a robust understanding of their information
behaviors.

II: need for a differentiated view on older adults’ role in the information society

Researchers (unconsciously) assign specific roles to their study participants, shaping both
the focus of their studies and the interpretation of results. These roles can range from
broad attributions - such as acknowledging participants as ‘experts in their own lives’
- to more specific ones. According to our review, older adults are frequently cast in
the role of ‘patients’ or (potential) ‘loneliness sufferers’ in studies on their information
use in social media and messenger apps. This is evidenced, for example, by the fact
that ‘personal content’ and ‘health’ are among the most frequently examined topics,
and by the greater attention given to group-related problem information needs compared
to undirected or problem-related information needs. This attribution is not arbitrary: As
individuals age, they often experience physical, mental, and cognitive changes, as well as
reduced mobility, which increases the likelihood of health issues and loneliness (Niccoli
& Partridge, 2012; Sandu et al., 2022). Particularly in qualitative research, it is likely that
this focus reflects the themes and concerns highlighted by the older adults interviewed.

However, as Trentham and colleagues (2015) argue, ‘this focus reinforces ageist
assumptions of senior citizens,” (p. 567) as older adults are often viewed solely as consu-
mers of information related to their social circles or health concerns. Our review strongly
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suggests that older adults have a broad range of interests and information needs extend-
ing well beyond health and family matters. Therefore, future studies should adopt more
inclusive conceptualizations of older adults roles in today’s information society to
develop a fuller understanding of their information use on social media and messenger
apps. For instance, additional research could explore their roles as consumers, content
creators, or citizens (see also Bechmann & Lomborg, 2013). Given the societal impor-
tance of accessing news in the face of rising political populism and polarization (Moe
& Ytre-Arne, 2022), it will be particularly important to examine how social media and
messenger apps are used by older adults to stay informed about current events. By broad-
ening the scope of inquiry to include these roles, future studies can shed light on the com-
plexities of older adults” information behavior and their contribution to civic and public
life.

lll: need for more methodological diversity and theory building

While the review revealed a balanced ratio of quantitative and qualitative studies, the vast
majority of empirical papers (89.4%) relied on interviews. Consequently, insights into
older adults’ information use on social media and messenger apps are derived almost
exclusively from self-reported, retrospective data. This reliance raises concerns about
the validity of the findings, particularly in media use research, where self-reporting is
known to introduce biases and inaccuracies (Mahalingham et al.,, 2023). Moreover,
such methods offer only limited insights into actual usage behavior. In light of this,
the field would greatly benefit from more diverse research approaches.

To better understand the contextual dynamics shaping older adults’ information use
in social media or messenger environments, combining observations of their usage
behavior with self-confrontation interviews (Kimpel, 2019b) or think-aloud protocols
(Freiling, 2019) presents a promising direction for future research. Additionally, if the
focus lies more on the content older adults encounter rather than their usage behavior,
asking them to donate existing digital trace data offers another valuable approach. Such
data can reveal how algorithmic curation functions and the likelihood of certain users
being exposed to specific types of information (e.g., Thorson et al., 2021). With the
increase in users access and transfer rights, most social media platforms now allow
users to download the information collected about them through data download
packages (DDPs, see Boeschoten et al., 2020). Asking older adults to donate this data
- ideally through a web-based interface that lets them control what they share (Araujo
et al., 2021) - could provide valuable insights into the sources of information they con-
sume, the dominant forms of presentation (e.g., video, images, text), and encountered
topics.

As previously stated, concepts capturing the specific information usage practices of
older adults remain underdeveloped, and age-sensitive theoretical discussions are
often lacking. To address this gap, future studies should not only expand the range of
topics but also focus on theoretical advancements. For example, it could be valuable to
contextualize older adults’ informational use of social media and messenger apps within
audience-centered journalism research (Costera Meijer, 2016; Groot Kormelink, 2019) or
theories of information processing in contemporary media environments (Matthes et al.,
2020; Wieland & Kleinen-von Kénigslow, 2020). Given the previous emphasis on young
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users, both explicit and implicit, existing theories should be evaluated for their applica-
bility in studying older adults’ information and news use.

Conclusion

Considering that older adults are increasingly incorporating social media platforms and
messenger apps into their information repertoires, this article provides an overview of
current research on their use of these services for information and news. Naturally, it
is not without limitations. As with any SLR, our review reflects the characteristics of
the research field it examines, and thus also its biases and blind spots — such as the limited
scholarly attention to undirected information needs. Moreover, while our keyword strat-
egy ensured that we captured the relevant literature and that the volume of results did not
compromise sampling quality, we cannot entirely rule out the omission of some relevant
publications (e.g., those using exclusively service-specific names or broad terms such as
‘online engagement’).

Nevertheless, the review offers a concise overview of the field and outlines directions
for future research, enabling both scholars and practitioners to better support older
adults in navigating the complexities of digital media environments and addressing
the potential positive and negative effects of their information practices.

Notes

1. One of the authors has previously conducted a preliminary literature review on the same
topic. However, this review did only include results from Google Scholar and relied on a
different search period (2015-01-01 to 2021-12-01).

2. For the Google Scholar search, we combined two keywords from each category to create the
individual search strings.

3. Specifically, we excluded studies that did not explicitly define older adults as aged 60 and
over or included participants who were mostly, or on average, younger than 60 and did
not report findings separately for those aged 60 and over. If both theoretical definitions
and information on participants age were missing, we also retained studies where content
strongly suggested a focus on older adults in the narrower sense (e.g., by referencing demo-
graphic statistics for the 60+ age group, see codebook for details).

4. The sampling period for this study ended on December 1, 2023, probably accounting for the
slight decrease as compared to 2022.

5. When referring to publications in the sample, the ID assigned in the document Literature-
Sample.pdf (see OSF repository) is used (e.g., ‘see 77, 212°). However, if publications are
quoted directly, the complete reference is provided.
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