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Abstract

With the ongoing digitization of communication, older adults are increasingly integrating
social media and messenger apps into their everyday information repertoires. However, fine-
grained knowledge of their information use on these services remains scarce. This study
investigates how older adults perceive social media and messenger apps as sources of
information and news (RQ/), and what types of information they use, as well as the underlying
information needs (RQ?2). It reports findings from an innovative within-method qualitative
interview study conducted with n =41 German users of these services aged 60 and over. The
study reveals older adults’ distinct perceptions of these services’ characteristics, such as
personalization and incidental exposure, as well as their diverse information uses, extending well
beyond domains like health or family. Having implications for both the reception and production
of digital messages aimed at older adults, our study offers valuable insights for communication
researchers and practitioners across various subfields.

Keywords: information use, messenger apps, news use, older adults, qualitative

interviews, social media
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Older Adults’ Perceptions, Needs, and Uses of Social Media and Messenger Apps as
Sources of Information and News: A Qualitative Multi-Method Study

With the ongoing digitization of communication, older adults—persons aged 60 and
above (United Nations, 2017)—are increasingly integrating social media platforms and
messenger apps into their everyday information repertoires (Kakulla, 2024; Miiller, 2024). In
response, researchers have begun to examine older adults’ use of these services (e.g., Yachin &
Nimrod, 2021; Zhao et al., 2023). Although existing studies provide valuable insights into the
adoption of social media and messenger apps among older adults, many of them focus on general
usage motives or isolated information types (e.g., health). Comprehensive knowledge of the
diverse information types older adults use, as well as the perceptions and needs driving this use,
remains limited.

Current research thus falls short of acknowledging that social media and messenger apps
constitute distinct information environments that differ from traditional media (Kiimpel, 2022;
Valenzuela & Santos, 2024). Social media like Facebook—defined as disentrained, persistent
channels of masspersonal communication (Carr & Hayes, 2015)—enable users to share content
with broad yet often interpersonal audiences. Messenger apps like WhatsApp, by contrast,
support more intimate, closed exchanges within small groups or dyads (Yamamoto et al., 2018,
p. 2376). Despite these structural differences, the services are interconnected: not only do many
social media platforms incorporate their own messenger features, but users also often forward or
discuss content from their social media feeds via messenger apps (Kalogeropoulos, 2021).
Additionally, both are united by a shift toward more personalized, individualized, and dynamic

forms of news and information use—often occurring in semi-public or private settings.
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To understand older adults’ information use in these unique media environments, we
situate our work within the paradigm of audience-centered research (Swart et al., 2022). It
emphasizes individuals’ perceptions of the informational characteristics of these services, such
as personalization and incidentalness: whether and how users perceive these characteristics is
crucial for how suitable they consider these services for certain information needs (Groot
Kormelink, 2019). For instance, users who perceive algorithmic personalization as less practical
compared to chronological sorting tend to consume less news on social media (Swart &
Broersma, 2023). We therefore first ask how older adults perceive social media and messenger
apps as sources of information and news (RQ/).

Given the wide variety of information sources and content types available on these
services (Kiimpel, 2022), a comprehensive understanding of information use must move beyond
a narrow focus on news or journalism. Instead, it requires attention to what users experience as
informative (Swart et al., 2022). We adopt the social definition of information proposed by
Hasebrink and Domeyer (2010), conceptualizing it as both novel and useful from a subjective
perspective. Specifically, we distinguish between four information needs and associated
information types, ranging from undirected information needs (e.g., news) to group-related
information needs (e.g., updates from friends). Building on this conception, we examine what
types of information older adults use on these services and which needs this use fulfills (RQ2).

Methodologically, we employ an innovative within-method triangulated qualitative
design, combining stimulus-based observations with self-confrontation and semi-structured
interviews. Our sample consists of n = 41 German users of social media and messenger apps
aged 60+. The study reveals older adults’ nuanced perceptions of these services’ characteristics,

suggesting potential points of divergence from younger cohorts that warrant future research.
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Moreover, their information use extends well beyond domains like health or family. However,
the relevance of different types of information (needs) varies between services and individuals.
Building on these results, we discuss the particularities of older adults’ information use in recent

media environments and highlight implications for communication research.

Older Adults’ Information Use on Social Media and Messenger Apps

From an audience-centered perspective, understanding older adults’ information use in
personalized media environments requires focusing on their actual experiences, including 1) their
perceptions of characteristics of these services, and 2) what they themselves experience as
informative (Groot Kormelink, 2019; Swart et al., 2022). In the following, we introduce key
characteristics of social media and messenger apps, along with our broad understanding of
information (needs).

Characteristics of Information Use on Social Media and Messenger Apps

The concept of perceptions refers to “the process by which organisms interpret and
organize sensation to produce a meaningful experience” of a stimulus (Pickens, 2005, p. 52)
Perceptions are key to understanding human behavior, since they shape individuals’ attitudes and
actions (Insko & Schopler, 1967)—and may substantially differ from reality (Pickens, 2005).

We focus on older adults’ perceptions of four characteristics that previous research has
identified as particularly influential for information use, serving as key analytical categories in
our study: personalization, sociality, incidentalness, and—specific to messenger apps—privacy.
Personalization

Personalization refers to the individualized nature of current information environments,
shaped by explicit (i.e., active customization) and implicit (i.e., algorithmic inferences about user

interests) mechanisms (Kiimpel, 2022). While messenger apps allow for limited personal
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customization—such as selecting contacts for groups—they lack algorithmic personalization.
Accordingly, the discussion of this aspect focuses on social media.

Research indicates that users often engage in explicit curation practices—including
following, liking, or blocking—to cater their feeds to personal interests and to avoid undesired
content (e.g., Anter & Kiimpel, 2023; Merten, 2021). These findings suggest that users regard
explicit personalization as a practical tool for managing their information environment.
Importantly, these practices seem to be less common among older adults (Boulianne &
Hoffmann, 2024).

The perception of implicit personalization is more ambivalent: Some perceive algorithms
as useful or at least neutral, while others are skeptical, associating them with economic motives
or censorship (Swart, 2021). Additionally, some are annoyed by the unchronological order of
posts, leading them to consume less news content on social media (e.g., Swart & Broersma,
2023). Importantly, while users are generally aware that content is algorithmically curated
(Bergstrom & Belfrage, 2018), their understanding of how algorithms work is often limited (e.g.,
Swart, 2021), particularly among older adults (Cotter & Reisdorf, 2020).

Sociality

Content is curated not only through personal choices or algorithms but—on both
services—also through social contacts. In this context, sociality emerges as a key characteristic,
referring to the close link between information and social cues and recommendations such as
shares, comments, or tags (Kiimpel, 2022). We adopt a narrow conceptualization of sociality,
focusing on the social intermediation of third-party content. For instance, a friend sharing a blog
post about a sightseeing destination qualifies as socially curated; a selfie taken at the destination

does not.
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Users generally perceive aggregated recommendations on social media (e.g., number of
likes or comments) as not particularly meaningful. At best, they function as heuristics for
deciding whether to engage with a given piece of content (e.g., Haim et al., 2018). In contrast,
personal recommendations—such as shares, tags, or comments by friends—are perceived as
relevant and can influence the perception and selection of content (e.g., Kaiser et al., 2021).
However, Sveningsson found (2015) that young users often view socially curated feeds
skeptically, fearing they reinforce one-sidedness. Her participants also tended to see social media
as highly subjective, where opinions overshadow facts.

Although research on how older adults perceive sociality on social media and messenger
apps remains limited, existing findings suggest that they tend to view it positively. For instance,
studies show that older adults frequently share news or health-related information on these
services to foster a sense of belonging (e.g., Yu-ting et al., 2022).

Incidentalness

The next characteristic arises from both personalization and sociality: incidentalness,
describing how news exposure on social media is often (a) unplanned and (b) secondary to
another activity: For example, a user might encounter a news article shared by a friend while
scrolling through their feed for entertainment or social interaction (Boczkowski et al., 2018).
This incidental exposure is not limited to social media; it also occurs on messenger apps, for
instance, when someone opens WhatsApp intending to message their spouse, only to notice a
news link posted in a group chat.

Several studies on younger adults show that they frequently encounter news incidentally
on platforms like Facebook, Instagram, or TikTok (Bergstrom & Belfrage, 2018; Hendrickx,

2024). They often describe this experience as an “unavoidable convenience” (Oeldorf-Hirsch &
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Srinivasan, 2022; see also Hendrickx, 2024). Accordingly, incidental exposure is associated with
the news-finds-me perception, in which users assume they do not need to actively seek news
because it will reach them anyway (see also Park & Kaye, 2021).

While most commonly examined in the context of news, we argue that incidentalness can
also shape information use more broadly—as when users unexpectedly encounter travel tips in
their social media feeds or receive a recipe forwarded by a friend on WhatsApp.

Regarding older adults, little research exists on their perception of incidental (news)
exposure. However, available findings suggest that the news-finds-me perception is less common
among them (Straul3 et al., 2021). Instead, evidence indicates that older users often feel
overwhelmed by the amount and diversity of information on social media (e.g., Ardévol-Abreu
et al., 2023). Therefore, they might perceive incidentalness not as convenient but as disruptive or
even burdensome.

Privacy

While messenger apps share some characteristics with social media, they remain distinct
in key ways. Among the features identified in the literature, privacy (Masip et al., 2021) stands
out as especially relevant for information use on messenger apps. Defined by their chat-based
structure, messenger apps enable secure, intimate communication with known recipients or
“trusted ties” (Yamamoto et al., 2018, p. 2376), fostering a sense of safety (Masip et al., 2021).
Older adults, in particular, perceive them as intimate, controllable spaces compared to social
media (e.g., Caliandro et al., 2021). These perceptions can encourage sharing and discussion of

news (Peng & Miller, 2023) and interpersonal information (e.g., Swart et al., 2018).
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As shown, existing studies offer initial insights into older adults’ perceptions of social
media and messenger apps. However, an integrated and overarching perspective is still missing.
To address this gap, we propose the following research question:

RQI: How do older adults perceive social media platforms and messaging apps as
sources of information and news?

Information Needs and Uses on Social Media and Messenger Apps

The curated and dynamic nature of information use on social media and messenger apps
necessitates a shift from solely focusing on news to what users experience as informative (Swart
et al., 2022). Therefore, we adopt a social definition of information (Hasebrink & Domeyer,
2010), conceptualizing it as both novel and useful/valuable from a subjective perspective. Within
this framework, four types of information needs can be distinguished, each tied to specific forms
of information use (ibid.).

First, group-related information needs relate to social integration and involve information
about close and extended social networks (henceforth: group-related information). Evidence
suggests that social interaction is an important motivator for adopting Facebook or WhatsApp
(e.g., Yachin & Nimrod, 2021). Older adults use these services to stay informed about family and
friends and to maintain ties with broader networks (e.g., Ardévol-Abreu et al., 2023). Studies
also indicate that messenger apps in particular are perceived as practical for exchanging
interpersonal information (Caliandro et al., 2021).

Next, topic-related information needs arise from personal interests and hobbies and lead
to the use of content focused on specific subject areas (henceforth: topic-related information).
Initial studies suggest that social media may play a prominent role. For instance, they report that

older adults use them as sources of information on health issues (Braun et al., 2019) or travel
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(Fabricius & Eriksson, 2017). Yet, comprehensive research on topic-related information needs
remains scarce.

Undirected information needs reflect a general desire to stay informed about one’s
broader environment, typically fulfilled through life management content (e.g., legal regulations)
or news (henceforth: undirected information). The small number of studies that have investigated
the use of news suggest that these needs are less prominent among older adults. Reasons might
be concerns about misinformation (e.g., Lin et al., 2020), as well as the existence of established
news repertoires that potentially make social media and messenger apps less important news
sources (Bergstrom, 2020). Still, incidental exposure seems to occur—for example, some of
Zhao et al.’s (2023) interviewees report that they occasionally stumble upon news shared by
friends on social media or forwarded via messaging apps.

Finally, problem-related information needs emerge when users seek solutions for specific
problems, such as looking up a product or recipe (henceforth: problem-related information).
They seem to be more likely to be met through messenger apps. WhatsApp, for instance, is
described as an “organizational device” for quickly exchanging practical information (Caliandro
et al., 2021, p. 63). Little research examines how social media are used for this purpose, aside
from occasional accounts of older adults searching for recipes or tutorials on platforms such as
Facebook (e.g., Zhao et al., 2023).

As this overview shows, older adults’ information use on social media and messenger
apps has received growing attention. However, the available findings remain largely anecdotal.
Many studies investigate information use as a ‘byproduct’ or focus on specific topics, such as
health content. Comprehensive examinations of information use are still lacking. Therefore, we

ask:
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RQ2: What types of information do older adults use on social media platforms and

messaging apps, and what information needs drive this usage?

Method: Personalized Stimulus-based Qualitative Observations with Self-Confrontation
Interviews

Our research is grounded in an audience-centered perspective that focuses on actual,
everyday perceptions and experiences (Swart et al., 2022).! To capture this, we employ a within-
method triangulated qualitative approach to explore how older adults perceive and use social
media and messenger apps for information and news. Specifically, we combine stimulus-based
qualitative observations—using a personalized social media feed—with self-confrontation
(Kiimpel, 2019; Schmid et al., 2023) and semi-structured interviews. A detailed overview of the
methodology is provided in the supplementary material. While the observations and self-
confrontations primarily explore older adults’ information practices—which are addressed in the
broader context of our research project—they also offer valuable insights into participants’
perceptions and information usage habits.
Design

Semi-structured qualitative interviews are well-suited to exploring participants’
perceptions and information-related usage habits on social media and messenger apps. They
allow for in-depth insights into individual experiences while maintaining enough structure for
comparability across cases (e.g., Roulston & Choi, 2018).

Embedded in the interviews, the self-confrontation component added a further layer of

depth. Originating in psychotherapy and action psychology (e.g., Bailey & Sowder, 1970), self-

! This manuscript is part of a broader research project examining older adults’ information and news use on
social media and messenger apps. The overall aim of the project is to develop a comprehensive understanding of
how older adults perceive, experience, and use these services.
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confrontation involves reflecting on one’s behavior using observational stimuli (Lim, 2002). In
our study, participants were shown a personalized mock social media feed—created with the
Mock Social Media Website Tool (Jagayat et al., 2021)—comprising 30 posts tailored to their
interests and usage patterns (based on a prior screening survey, see below). The feed, resembling
a hybrid of Instagram and Facebook, included link posts and stand-alone photo or video posts
with minimal text (see supplementary material for an example). Participants scrolled through the
feed as they normally would, while a researcher observed their actions (e.g., scrolling, clicking,
liking) using a structured observation protocol with predefined categories and space for open
notes. These observations served as prompts in the self-confrontation interview, where
participants reflected on their thoughts and feelings during the feed exposure.

To identify suitable participants and personalize the mock feed, we administered an
online screening survey that also obtained informed consent and scheduling information. Two
researchers conducted the interviews between June and December 2024. Each lasted 45-75
minutes and was conducted either in person or via Zoom. Participants received €50 for
completing both the survey and the interview.

Instruments

While the observations and the self-confrontation interviews yielded valuable additional
insights, this section focuses on the semi-structured interview guideline, which served as the
primary instrument for capturing participants’ perceptions and information use.

The guideline focused on the messenger app and social media platform participants
reported using most frequently in the screening survey. One section explored general usage
contexts (e.g., typical situations or reasons for use) and patterns (e.g., intensity, engagement such

as commenting or liking). Another section addressed participants’ perceptions of the services’
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characteristics, incorporating theoretically derived features (e.g., personalization, sociality),
while also leaving room for participants to raise personally relevant aspects.

The interview also covered the four information needs outlined by Hasebrink and
Domeyer (2010)—group-, topic-, problem-related, and undirected information. Drawing on their
screening responses, participants were asked to assess how well their preferred services
supported each need and to describe the corresponding types of information they typically
consume (e.g., sources, topics).

Participants

As defined by the United Nations (2017), older adults are those aged 60 and above.
Accordingly, we recruited participants who were at least 60 years old and reported at least
occasional use (i.e., less than once a month) of one social media platform (e.g., Facebook) and
one messenger app (e.g., WhatsApp). Recruitment took place via newsletters and mailing lists
from senior organizations, educational institutions, urban community spaces, and personal
networks.

We conducted 41 interviews, achieving a balanced split between ‘young-olds’ (60—70
years, n = 20) and ‘old-olds’ (71+, n = 21), and a relatively balanced gender distribution (18
male, 23 female). While we aimed for variation in usage intensity, only 10 participants were
infrequent social media users (meaning that they used it at most once per week), likely due to
lower identification with the study topic. Still, the final sample reflects a broad user base diverse
in age, gender, and platform experience.

Data Analysis
We employed a qualitative content analysis combining deductive category assignment

with inductive development (Mayring, 2014). The resulting codebook captures participants’
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perceptions of social media and messenger app characteristics, based primarily on our theory-
driven categories, supplemented by inductive additions.

A second category group addressed information needs and uses based on Hasebrink and
Domeyer’s (2010) framework (i.e., group-, topic-, problem-related, and undirected needs). To
situate the findings, additional categories covered participants’ usage context (e.g., situations,
duration).

The codebook was iteratively developed through close readings of a small, contrasting
interview subset. After testing and refinement, it was applied to the full dataset. One researcher
conducted the coding, followed by cross-case comparisons (e.g., age, service, usage intensity).

To ensure transparency and reproducibility, we preregistered our analysis strategy—
including procedures and data analysis plan—after data collection but before analysis, using the
Qualitative Preregistration Form (Haven et al., 2020). It was frozen on December 20, 2024, and
is available via OSF [blinded link for peer review]:

https://osf.io/6va83/?view_only=001b075585db4a6bb6cc9112a00fb8d2. All instruments, study

materials, and a detailed overview of participants’ demographics and usage patterns are available
via the project’s OSF repository [blinded link for peer review]:

https://osf.io/cswqd/?view only=6240c0cft3854a2ba8a9{f2c2{df347f.

Results
RQ1: Perceptions of Social Media and Messenger Apps as Information Sources
To structure our analysis, we draw on the theoretical constructs outlined above. Starting
with implicit personalization, some participants—especially less frequent or older users—were
unfamiliar with the term “algorithm.” Most, however, showed a basic understanding, noting that

their feeds reflect prior interactions (e.g., P7, P10) or that platforms assign them to interest
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categories (P4, see also P6). Still, many equated algorithmic curation with sponsored content
(e.g., P1, P41).
Overall, participants view algorithmic personalization skeptically, mainly because it

seems to undermine their autonomy. As one noted:

“I simply don’t want that. If something interests me, I search for it. Everything
else that’s suggested—I assume it’s not for me. [...] I'd be giving up a piece of my

autonomy.” (P19, see also P15, P21)

Algorithmic recommendations are also perceived as overwhelming (e.g., P3, P4) or
inappropriate, such as when interest is inferred after “just stopping twice” (P1, see also P5, P31).

Still, some participants appreciated algorithmic curation, describing it as helpful and
interesting (e.g., P16, P17). Few participants even actively ‘trained’ the algorithm—for instance,
P13: “When I want to see more from a certain page, I give it a Like.” This approach is most
common among participants with basic algorithmic knowledge. Others, for whom algorithms
remain less tangible, tend to ignore recommendations and*just scroll past them” (P31, see also
P41, P8).

Participants generally view explicit personalization as useful. They consider it a practical
way to tailor their feeds and value the sense of self-determination it provides: “I follow pages
when they’re helpful, and unfollow once they’ve served their purpose.” (P29, see also P4, P32).
Similarly, they appreciate the customization options offered by messenger apps like WhatsApp,
where they feel more in control of what they share and with whom (e.g., P24, P26).

Regarding sociality, personal recommendations, such as shared posts or tags, play only a
minor role for our interviewees. Instead, they primarily experience sociality through group posts

and comment sections. Two perceptual patterns emerge: One group values the diversity of
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viewpoints this enables. As one participant puts it: “Since anyone is able to express their opinion,
you get a relatively broad spectrum” (P3, see also P17, P35).

The other, larger group views sociality more negatively, associating it with anger,
conflict, or hate. In some cases, this perception stems from personal experience. One participant

recalled:

“What continually leaves me speechless are many of the comments—especially when it
comes to political topics, or really anything. [...] I try not to read them, but sometimes I

just can’t believe it.” (P13)

However, critical views of sociality were mainly expressed by older participants or
infrequent users, likely reflecting broader skepticism toward social media or concerns about hate
speech rather than specific incidents.

Participants’ perceptions of incidentalness are ambivalent, especially on social media.
Some find the unintentional exposure to content overwhelming: “You get so much pushed onto
you” (P14, see also P2). These participants prefer targeted information use—visiting specific
profiles, groups, or searching for topics of interest—rather than scrolling through their feeds. As
one explained: “I don’t sit there flipping through X (P18, see also P36, P10).

Others, by contrast, appreciate incidentalness as entertaining and enriching. They also
compare it to newspaper reading, highlighting that such serendipitous encounters are not unique
to social media (Kiimpel, 2022): “Facebook is like flipping through a newspaper” (P31, see also
P22). For them, aimless scrolling and the surprise of unexpected content are central: “That’s
actually what matters most to me. [ have the time now, and [...] ’'m basically interested in

everything” (P22, see also P5, P9).
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Lastly, regarding privacy, our interviews confirm existing research by showing that
messenger apps are overwhelmingly perceived as “private tools” (P4), used to communicate with
a small, familiar circle in what feels like a safe space. As one participant noted: “WhatsApp is
something intimate and small for me, and I’'m very deliberate about who can see my status”
(P17, see also P3, P31).

Privacy also emerged as a central concern for social media—but primarily through its
perceived absence. Many participants described social media as “public [...] not restricted” (P23;
see also P13, P6) and voiced concerns about lacking control over who sees their posts or
engagement (e.g., likes). As we explore further below, such perceptions often discourage older
adults from sharing or seeking group-related information on social media.

RQ2: Information Needs and Uses on Social Media and Messenger Apps

With our second research question, we examine which information needs older adults
fulfill through social media and messenger apps, and what types of information they use.

Our findings show that messenger apps—especially WhatsApp—are central for
satisfying group-related information needs. Participants use them for a range of social
exchanges: “Scheduling appointments, small updates, sending photos. [...] Having
conversations” (P14, see also P15, P25). Perceived as private and intimate, these apps also
encourage active sharing, often via the Status feature for posting life updates or
recommendations (e.g., P10, P17).

The role of social media like Facebook is more ambivalent. Some use it to stay connected
with specific individuals, often children, which sometimes even prompted their initial adoption.

As one participant explained:
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“I follow my son across all platforms, except WhatsApp. (...) He is somewhat of a
public figure, and (...) you can find information about him there. I don’t have much

contact with him, so at least this way I stay updated about what he’s up to.” (P19)

Beyond such cases, however, social media is less relevant for exchanging social
information. A key reason is the aforementioned privacy concerns (e.g., P6, P24). Moreover,
many view social information as trivial or out of place on social media. While they also limit
such communication on WhatsApp “to what’s necessary” (P16), they consider posts about travel
or meals inappropriate for what they perceive as public spaces: “That’s a waste of Facebook’s
capacity” (P37).

Accordingly, our interviews show that older adults’ information needs extend well
beyond social content. Social media in particular are used to satisfy a wide range of topic-related
information needs, including sports (e.g., P11), culture (e.g., P8), and science (e.g., P22).
Reflecting their perception of incidentalness, some participants focus deliberately on one or two
topics (e.g., P28, P31), while others let themselves “drift” (P23) through whatever interesting
content appears (see also P12, P17).

Building on their mostly positive perceptions of explicit personalization, older adults
follow relevant pages or individuals and participate in topic-specific groups to fulfill these needs.
Some also belong to WhatsApp groups tied to offline networks, such as heritage or sports clubs
(e.g., P9, P18). These groups are valued for their practical tips and as ‘safe spaces’ to exchange

experiences and build connections. As one participant said about a health-oriented Facebook

group:
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“When questions come up, you think, I’ve wondered about that too—so you
check it out or read the comments. (...) Even when you think no one can really help, you
sometimes find that others have the same problem and you end up finding a solution.”

(P26)

Turning to undirected information needs (i.e., news and general life management
information), a clear pattern emerges for messenger apps: only a few participants share or
discuss news on WhatsApp (P12, P23). A more ambivalent pattern emerges for social media. For
some, “political matters are definitely a priority” (P2, see also P15, P18), particularly on
platforms like Twitter/X, which is perceived as news-oriented. These users value the diversity of
opinions and see social media as a valuable news supplement (e.g., P9, P11). Others, however,
reject social media as a news source—rarely due to disinterest (e.g., P16), but more often
because they perceive it as less trustworthy or too hostile (e.g., P19, P24).

Regardless of their general stance, many participants consider Facebook a key source for
local news. City- and region-specific groups provide timely, relevant updates, seen as more

immediate than traditional outlets. As one participant put it:

“Facebook is perhaps more specific for my local environment than the [regional
newspaper]. I can find out within three minutes where the fire department has gone, or

something like that. It’s a mirror of what’s happening around me.” (P10)

Finally, regarding problem-related information needs, messenger apps are widely seen as
organizational tools: our participants use them to coordinate daily tasks, such as school pickups
(e.g., P1) or appointments (e.g., P9). Social media, by contrast, are often perceived as too

superficial (e.g., P37), cluttered (e.g., P39), or unreliable (e.g., P40) for such purposes.
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Nonetheless, they are occasionally used for problem-solving, depending on context and platform.
Some participants use YouTube’s search function to look up specific information (e.g., P18,
P27) or consult Facebook for opening hours or event updates (e.g., P8, P13).

Topic-specific groups also serve this need, as older adults use them for targeted

questions. One participant explained:

“We travel a lot and it’s helpful to join groups that are doing the same trip, so we
can make plans or get tips about excursions. It’s not really a general information source,

but more for specific trips I’'m planning.” (P24, see also P14, P30)

Thus, while social media are generally less central for problem-solving, they can be
useful in specific contexts—and for some low-intensity users, groups even are the primary

reason they use platforms at all (e.g., P8, P14).

Discussion

Amidst the growing use of social media and messenger apps among older adults
(Kakulla, 2024; Miiller, 2024), this study aimed to better understand how they use these services
for information. We focused on their perceptions of key characteristics of these services—
personalization, incidentalness, sociality, and privacy (RQ/)—and the types of information they
use, along with the needs underlying this use (RQ?2). Using a qualitative multi-method design, we
adopted an audience-centered perspective (Swart et al., 2022), emphasizing everyday
experiences over normative assumptions.
Insight I: Older Adults’ Distinct Perceptions of Social Media and Messenger Apps

Regarding older adults’ perceptions of social media and messenger apps, some parallels

to what previous research found for younger users emerged—such as a general ambivalence


https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?h43D89
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?iHnixV

OLDER ADULTS’ INFORMATION USE ON SOCIAL MEDIA AND MESSENGER APPS 21

toward characteristics of these services, which were seen as neither entirely positive nor negative
(e.g., Schellewald, 2023; Sveningsson, 2015; Swart & Broersma, 2023). However, some of our
findings point toward potential divergences from younger cohorts that warrant systematic
examination in future comparative studies across age groups.

One notable finding is the partial or complete lack of algorithmic awareness—that is,
recognizing that algorithms influence content delivery (Oeldorf-Hirsch & Neubaum, 2023)—
among many participants, especially among the ‘old-olds’ (see also Zainab et al., 2022).
Although these participants often described experiences clearly shaped by algorithmic curation,
many did not identify them as such or conflated them with advertising. In contrast, studies on
younger adults tend to find considerable levels of algorithmic awareness and, to a lesser extent,
algorithmic literacy—the ability to navigate algorithmic systems (Oeldorf-Hirsch & Neubaum,
2023) (Cotter & Reisdorf, 2020; Swart, 2021). While our study design does not allow a direct
comparison across age groups, these divergent observations suggest a promising avenue for
future research into age-related differences in algorithmic navigation.

A second potential difference concerns perceptions of incidentalness. Many participants
reported feeling overwhelmed by the unpredictability and volume of unsolicited content,
describing it as stressful or intrusive. One explanation is that older adults may experience forms
of “technostress” (Ardévol-Abreu et al., 2023) when digital content unexpectedly disrupts
routines, whether through a forwarded WhatsApp message or an algorithmically curated news
item. This appears to contrast with findings on younger adults, who often perceive incidental
exposure as convenient or practical (Oeldorf-Hirsch & Srinivasan, 2022, see also Anter &

Kiimpel, 2023). While we cannot draw definitive conclusions about age-specific differences
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based on our data, we propose this as a critical research question for future comparative
investigations.

Privacy concerns emerged as salient in our sample. While messenger apps were generally
seen as intimate, controllable spaces, social media like Facebook and Instagram were more often
associated with anxiety about visibility. These findings echo previous research (e.g., Quan-Haase
& Elueze, 2018; Zainab et al., 2022), which links such concerns to limited digital competence
and perceived vulnerability. Our data partly supports this interpretation: several participants
expressed fears about data security or the seemingly ‘unlimited’ reach of their content, even
when these concerns were not grounded in direct personal experience. However, we also found
that privacy concerns could reflect informed platform knowledge. For example, some
participants noted that others could see their likes or comments on Facebook, but not on
Instagram.

These insights into older adults’ perceptions of social media and messenger apps also
hold broader relevance for communication research and practice—particularly regarding age-
sensitive communication, be it in health campaigns or (political) advertising. For instance, while
some participants were aware of algorithmic personalization, they often viewed it skeptically and
felt overwhelmed by the incidental exposure to content it frequently entails. This suggests that
communicators targeting older adults should prioritize services that offer greater user control and
personal curation options. Given that messengers are perceived as more private and secure,
features like WhatsApp Channels may represent a promising avenue for reaching older

audiences.
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Insight II: Older Adults’ Diverse Information Needs on Social Media and Messenger Apps

Enabled by our broad conceptualization of information, our study shows that older adults
use social media and messenger apps to fulfill diverse information needs, highlighting their
relevance as both target audiences and active participants in various domains of online
communication. Consistent with previous research (e.g., Yachin & Nimrod, 2021), group-related
information needs—information about one’s social circles—frequently drive their use,
underscoring the continued importance of relatedness in later life (see also Anter et al., 2025).

At the same time, our findings point to an equally strong, if not stronger, relevance of
topic-related information needs for many participants, particularly on social media. They
described using these platforms to access content related to personal interests such as history,
cultural events, or sports, and viewed explicit personalization features (e.g., following specific
accounts) as particularly useful for this need. This reflects an instrumental approach to
information use: participants often regarded social media and messenger apps as tools for
purposeful information seeking, while expressing disinterest in what they saw as trivial or overly
personal content, like holiday snapshots. This supports Caliandro et al.’s (2021, p. 69) notion of
“unwanted sociality,” where content is expected to offer meaningful or informative value beyond
entertainment.

Nevertheless, undirected information needs, such as staying informed about current
events, are less prominent—except among politically interested participants or in cases where
other sources (e.g., local papers) are lacking. This reflects the established media repertoires of
many older adults, in which social media play a supplementary role (Bergstrom, 2020). Platform

perceptions also matter—for instance, regarding sociality, the intertwining of information and
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socially embedded cues. Some participants value comment sections for their diversity of views;
others find them polarizing or unhelpful and cite this as a reason to avoid news on social media.

Finally, problem-related information needs—tied to information for solving specific
problems—are also relevant. Echoing prior work, participants overwhelmingly view WhatsApp
as an “organizational tool” (Caliandro et al., 2021, p. 61) for private, targeted coordination. For
social media, the picture is more complex and shaped by perceptions of their characteristics.
Facebook is often seen as unsuitable for problem-solving due to limited searchability, while
some participants view YouTube as a go-to source for satistying problem-related needs,
supporting claims that it functions as a search engine (Ertemel & Ammoura, 2021).

Given this diversity of information needs among older users, future studies should
investigate what specific content older adults use on these services. One promising approach is
data donations (Boeschoten et al., 2020), which could yield rich insights into their everyday
information encounters.

Insight I11: Benefits of an Audience-Centered Approach

When considering the insights from both research questions, the value of our audience-
centered perspective becomes clear. By focusing on both older adults’ perceptions and
experiences, we investigated how they perceive key characteristics and how these shape their
information use. Our findings thus enrich existing classifications of information use
characteristics on social media and messenger apps (e.g., Kiimpel, 2022; Masip et al., 2021),
offering a way to address the “moving target” problem (Valkenburg et al., 2016) that
communication researchers across all sub-disciplines are confronted with. Rather than treating
services as static entities, research should focus on transferable characteristics that reflect the

dynamic and evolving nature of current media environments.
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Moreover, our findings highlight older adults’ specific perceptions, understandings, and
meaning-making strategies in personalized media environments—such as their vague definitions
of ‘algorithms’ or the negative connotation many attach to ‘entertainment’ in the context of
online information use. These insights are an important prerequisite for fostering mutual
understanding between researchers and older participants, thus informing the design and
implementation of research at the intersection of technology and aging.

These fine-grained insights were made possible by our multi-method design, which
generated “thick data” (Latzko-Toth et al., 2017), capturing not only usage but also the stories
and perceptions behind it. Our method offers a promising approach for research in personalized
media environments more broadly—whether examining young adults’ use of Snapchat for self-
presentation or consumers’ perceptions of targeted ads.

Finally, our open approach avoided ageist stereotypes (Trentham et al., 2015) and
revealed that older adults often hold well-informed perceptions of social media and messenger
apps and use a wide spectrum of information. This provides a foundation for future audience-
centered research into older adults’ online information behavior across various subfields of
communication. Such studies are essential to reflect the diversity of older users and to develop a

nuanced view of older net citizens—a demographic that will grow in relevance.
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