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Abstract
Background: The worldwide spread of digitalization has led to the harnessing of technology to improve health outcomes.
Paying attention to older adults’ social needs via social media is one way to promote healthy aging. Although 56% of older adults
are smartphone users, little is known about their use patterns of social media.
Objective: This exploratory study aims to determine the experiences of social media apps’ use among older adults in Singapore
and understand their perceptions of its impact on health-related outcomes.
Methods: This study used a qualitative research design with an interpretative approach. Using maximum variation purposive
sampling, normal aging older adults (N=16) who were aged between 60 and 80 years and experienced in the use of internet-enabled
technology were recruited from an existing community study. Semistructured, in-depth interviews were conducted. Employing
a thematic analysis, interviews were transcribed verbatim and analyzed for codes inductively.
Results: The following themes and subthemes were identified as key moderators of older adults’ experiences on social media
apps: (1) personal attitudes: participants were encouraged to use social media due to the increased accessibility, which enabled
the ease of contact, but perceptions that the quality of interactions was compromised and its associated risks reduced their use;
and (2) social influences: the desire to bond with co-users and the availability of support increased use. In addition, use of social
media apps was perceived to positively impact health through its ability to keep older adults cognitively engaged, improve health
communication, and increase social connectedness. However, opinions remained mixed on older adults’ vulnerability to social
media addiction.
Conclusions: Personal and social contexts determine older adults’ social media use. This study’s findings provide practical
insights into how social media can be deployed to improve health-related outcomes in older adults.
(JMIR Aging 2021;4(1):e23826) doi: 10.2196/23826
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Introduction
Background
Technological advances provide opportunities to meet the social
needs of older adults and to educate and empower them on
health-related matters. Social media refers to internet-based
platforms that use an electronic means of communication to
enable social interactions via the consumption, generation,
sharing, and exchange of ideas and content by users within their
virtual communities [1]. It includes social messaging apps (eg,
WhatsApp), social networking sites (SNSs, eg, Facebook), and
media-sharing apps (eg, Instagram). These platforms yield
benefits over traditional communication modalities, such as
telephones and regular text messaging, as real-time updates and
communications are not bound by geographical distances [2].
The audiovisual functionalities of social media permit the
sharing of pictures, videos, and audio recordings, which trigger
the realism of depicted activities and increase feelings of being
socially present [3]. In addition, the level of interactivity offered
on SNSs is positively associated with greater social bonding
with family members [4].
The internet is a preferred source of health information for older
internet users [5,6], rendering it a potential tool to improve
health communications for older adults. Health blogs and online
support groups on SNSs could serve as useful resources for
disease management in older adults [7,8], psychological
well-being [9], and cognitive functioning [10,11]. However,
there is limited research investigating the potential negative
health impact of social media among older adults.
The feasibility of social media as a health promotion tool
depends on the acceptance of technology. The traditional view
is that a digital divide exists [12], with older adults typically
being slower than younger adults in adopting new technology.
Although research suggests that functional limitations such as
cognitive impairment limit capacities to adapt to new
technology, older adults are more likely to adopt the technology
if they are personally interested and willing to invest in the
effort to learn and use the technology [13-15], possess beliefs
in self-efficacy [16], and are socially motivated to engage in
intergenerational communication with family members
[4,13,17]. Fears of privacy breaches [13,14,17,18], a lack of
confidence [15,19], and perceptions that web-based
communication is trivial [18,19] are some barriers to social
media use. These findings indicate that social media use largely
hinges on older adults’ own attitudes and beliefs, implying an
artifactual digital divide that can potentially be overcome.

Objectives
One of the ways to access social media is the use of social media
apps on smartphones. In Singapore, approximately 56% of those
aged 60 years and above are smartphone users; 73% have used
it to access internet-enabled platforms, including social media
apps [20]. Furthermore, Singapore has actively pushed to
become a Smart Nation with several initiatives to increase
information technology literacy in seniors, including short
courses to promote skills learning (eg, operating a smartphone)
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and becoming social media–savvy [21]. From a public health
perspective, with the growing adoption of smartphones and
Singapore’s move toward a Smart Nation, it appears that social
media apps could be tapped on as useful platforms to promote
health-related outcomes among older adults. An understanding
of older adults’ perceptions of social media apps could also
enable us to evaluate the utility of social media apps as health
promotion tools in this age group.
However, despite the potential offered by social media apps,
there seems to be scarce literature investigating older adults’
perceptions and attitudes specifically toward social media apps.
Although a previous local study examined smartphone adoption
and identified generally positive attitudes toward smartphone
use among older adults [22], it is unclear whether smartphone
use encompasses use of social media apps. Furthermore, much
of the current research focuses on attitudes toward either SNSs
only (eg, Facebook) [17] or technology acceptance in general
[13]. Hence, this study seeks to extend the literature by (1)
exploring the experiences of older adults in Singapore in their
use of social media apps in enabling interactions and (2)
understanding their perceptions of how social media app use
influences health-related outcomes. As this was an exploratory
study, no a priori hypotheses were made.

Methods
Study Design and Sampling
This study employed a qualitative research design with an
interpretative approach. The study sample was recruited from
the Community Health and Intergenerational (CHI) study of
community-living older adults aged 60 years and above in
Singapore [23]. The CHI study is an existing 3-year cohort study
that aims to comprehensively investigate health profiles of 1000
older adults by looking at the biological, psychological, and
social factors associated with the aging process [23].
The following inclusion criteria were established: (1) age
between 60 and 80 years, (2) normal aging (established in
neuropsychological tests in the CHI study), and (3) experience
with use of internet-enabled technology (determined by
smartphone ownership and ability to operate it). In addition to
the above, maximum variation purposive sampling was used to
ensure diversity of views and opinions. To this end, key
participants from different genders, age groups, language of
communication, and living arrangements were selected from
the list of eligible participants who met the inclusion criteria.

Procedure
Written informed consent was obtained from all participants.
At the start of each interview, participants were asked to list the
social media apps they used and indicate the frequency of use
of each app (to quantify use patterns). Semistructured, in-depth
interviews were conducted with an interview guide (Textbox
1), which was developed from a systematic review of factors
found to influence technology adoption to support aging-in-place
[24]. Participants also answered additional questions on their
social media use and its impact on health.
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Textbox 1. Interview guide (factors and examples of interview questions).
Concerns regarding technology and benefits of technology
•

“Can you give me an example of a benefit/drawback of social media?”

Need for technology
•

“What made you decide to start using social media?”

•

“What do you use social media for?”

•

“(For low-frequency users) Why do you feel that social media is not important to you?”

Available alternatives to technology
•

“What are the differences between social media apps and traditional communication platforms?”

•

“If there is no social media, how do you think your communication would be like?”

Social influences
•

“How do your friends/family members feel about your social media usage?”

Impact of social media use on health
•

“In your opinion, do you feel that social media has any direct or indirect impact on health?”

•

“Can you give me some examples of a time when you felt that social media affected your health?”

Interviews were conducted by a single trained interviewer in
either English or Mandarin and were audio recorded. Participants
were free to respond in colloquial speech [25]. Data analysis
was conducted concurrently with the interviews, and recruitment
ceased when thematic saturation was reached with 16
participants (S01 to S16). Interviews lasted approximately 1
hour and 2 minutes (SD 13.4 minutes) and were conducted
between February and May 2019. Ethics approval was granted
by the National University of Singapore Institutional Review
Board (S-18-379).

Data Analysis
Interviews were transcribed verbatim. To mitigate reporting
bias on time spent on social media, transcripts were further
examined for details of older adults’ use patterns before
categorizing into low, average, and high. A thematic analysis
with an inductive approach was used to identify and categorize
codes using the QSR NVivo 12 software [26]. The transcripts
were coded line by line. Two coders were involved in data
coding and analysis. To increase inter-rater reliability, one coder
coded 5 random transcripts, whereas another coded the rest.
The coders then discussed the preliminary codes, subthemes,
and key themes that emerged and resolved discrepancies to
ensure coherence in the interpretation of the themes. Transcripts
were reread, and coding ceased when further analyses did not
produce new codes.
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Two interviews conducted in Mandarin were translated directly
to English by an independent research assistant proficient in
both languages. These transcripts were cross-checked to ensure
that there were no discrepancies and that nuances in
communication were captured appropriately.

Results
Overview
A total of 16 participants participated in this study. Table 1
summarizes the sociodemographic information of the
participants. All participants used multiple social media apps.
Of the 16 participants, 100% (16/16) used Facebook and
WhatsApp, 69% (11/16) used YouTube, 31% (5/16) used
Twitter, and 25% (4/16) used Instagram. Participants were
categorized into low-, average-, and high-frequency social media
app users based on the time spent on social media apps per day
and their use patterns. Among the 16 participants, 31% (5/16)
were low-frequency users (spends <1 hour on social media apps
per day and uses social media apps on the move), 44% (7/16)
were average-frequency users (spends at least 1 hour on social
media apps per day and uses social media apps on the move),
and 25% (4/16) participants were high-frequency users (spends
at least 1 hour on social media apps per day and sets aside
dedicated times to use social media apps).
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Table 1. Sociodemographic data of participants (N=16) and the distribution of social media use by sociodemographic groups.
Characteristics

Total sample (N=16), n (%) Social media use per characteristic
Low, n (%)

Average, n (%)

High, n (%)

Gender
Female

8 (50)

2 (25)

3 (38)

3 (38)

Male

8 (50)

1 (13)

4 (50)

3 (38)

60-69

12 (75)

4 (33)

7 (58)

1 (8)

70-79

4 (25)

1 (25)

N/Ab

3 (75)

English

14 (88)

5 (36)

5 (36)

4 (29)

Mandarin

2 (13)

N/A

2 (100)

N/A

1-2 room public housing

3 (19)

2 (67)

N/A

1 (33)

3, 4, or 5 room public housing

4 (25)

1 (25)

2 (50)

1 (25)

Executive apartment or maisonette

2 (13)

1 (50)

N/A

1 (50)

Private housing

7 (44)

1 (14)

5 (71)

1 (14)

Age group (years)a

Language of communicationc

Housing type

a

Mean age 66.19 years (SD 5.69).

b

N/A: not applicable.

c

Mean schooling 15 years (SD 3.41).

The findings revealed 2 main issues related to social media
apps’ use among older adults. First, we found that social media
apps’ use among participants was moderated by personal
attitudes and social influences. Second, participants perceived
social media apps’ use as both positive and negative influences
on health-related outcomes.

Social Media Use Moderators
Two major themes were found to be key moderators of
participants’ social media apps’ use: (1) personal attitudes and
(2) social influences. Each theme was further divided into
subthemes, representing factors that determined the frequency
of social media apps’ use (Table 2).

Table 2. Overview of themes and subthemes: older adults’ experience in their use of social media apps.
Theme

a

Subtheme
Increases use

Reduces use

Personal attitudes

•

Accessibility in enabling ease of contact

•
•

Social influences

•
•

The desire to bond
Availability of support

N/Aa

Compromised quality of communication
Perceptions of risks

N/A: not applicable.

Theme 1: Personal Attitudes
Accessibility in Enabling Ease of Contact
All 16 participants unanimously agreed that with the advent of
social media, initiating contact with peers and loved ones and
group communications is easier compared with the past when
they only relied on traditional modes of communication, such
as text messaging and phone calls:
In my parents’ time, he (father) had to make an effort
to call his friends,...somebody must organize for them
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to meet. Whereas now with WhatsApp, it’s just a touch
of the phone! [S02]
As most social media apps have no cap on use and are free to
use, it encouraged more liberal and frequent contact. Participants
expressed an overt preference for them:
Some people call in must pay. So they tend to have
the phobia there that you call me, they dare not talk
long. [S13]
Compromised Quality of Communication
Some participants (n=3), however, perceived the quality of
communication over social media to be compromised. It did
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not afford the same kind of emotional intimacy, such as “the
feeling of the other person” that face-to-face interactions provide
(S16). Even traditional communication tools, such as phone
calls, were perceived as “more personal” (S13).

Even for participants who were minimally active in their use
by choice, they raised a caveat that despite their aversion, they
valued the access granted by these platforms to be more involved
in their family’s lives:

Ironically, the ease of contact led participants to perceive
web-based interactions as brief and superficial in nature:

Another motivation is like my friends say there are
things that my children are doing but I don’t know. I
better get on to see what they are doing. [S08]

You want to wish people, you just put a picture then
“happy birthday”—there is no contact, nothing. I’d
rather call the person. The sincerity is not there. [S06]
Insofar as a willingness to share, social media provides
unfiltered access to the personal moments of one’s lives in real
time. Some participants (n=6) perceived such communication
to be trivial and excessive, noting that it “takes up a lot of the
person who has to look at it, but may not be interesting enough”
(S16). Describing them to be “active in a very senile way” (S12),
some participants (n=3) expressed their annoyance at peers who
exhibited such tendencies and actively avoided their content
when surfing social media:
I have this friend; she would upload all her photos
on her Facebook. Full 80 photos..., what is the
purpose? I wouldn’t bother to look through. [S11]
Perceptions of Risks
As new adopters of digital technology, several participants
(n=11) stated that they are vulnerable to risks, as social media
permits unfettered access to others whose intentions remain
unknown. Participants pointedly refrained from self-disclosure
on social media and took precautions to avoid posting
self-identifying details:
I always tell them not to do too much (posting of
personal photos), there are people who edit and put
funny things inside. [S13]
Yet, while exercising caution in their posting habits and being
selective in who they added to their networks, participants
remained undeterred by security risks, as they “enjoy reading
other people things on Facebook.” Moreover, S11 highlighted
the importance of context in allaying these fears. The knowledge
that Singapore is a relatively safe and crime-free country meant
that she did not perceive being open on social media as a threat:
Privacy to me, there is nothing to fear. Singapore is
safe-lah. If I were in [name of country], I wouldn’t
dare to be so active. [S11]

Theme 2: Social Influences
Two main social influences shape older adults’ experiences on
social media apps: (1) the desire to bond with co-users and (2)
the availability of support from their social network.
The Desire to Bond
All participants (n=16) cited keeping up with others as the
primary motivation in their social media use. Older adults saw
its adoption as an opportunity to bridge the intergenerational
communication gap and to bond with younger family members:
Because I see the children using, I just want to link
with my grandchildren. [S14]
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Availability of Support
Participants reported the availability of different sources of
support as motivation to use social media. These included family
members (n=5) and peers (n=6). For example, when
encountering difficulties with social media, participants would
enlist the help of younger members of their social networks
deemed to be “more knowledgeable” (S03). One participant
credited her proficiency in social media use to being “lucky to
have children”; she could easily learn by simply “ask(ing) them
and they will tell me and teach me” (S11). The converse view
was validated by S08, who cited the lack of support from her
“less than encouraging” children as a reason for her lack of
presence on these apps:
My children will only say, nobody teach me how to
do it. Because of that, I’m still not on it.
As with family, peer influence was important in shaping older
adults’ experiences. Digitally literate peers were usually the
first point of contact for participants to learn about new social
media apps:
Normally is friend recommend—my group of friends
say, we use this app, so I will use. [S01]
Participants exhibited greater willingness to use apps introduced
by these peers and judged their recommendations as safe. As
S01 explained, “Should be they (peers) won’t harm you-lah.”
Often, these peers were the go-to people when participants
needed help with the apps, if their children were too impatient
or fast for them to follow. This support was emphasized by S07,
who noted that although his own family members were “quite
discouraging” when he attempted to grasp the use of Facebook,
his colleagues rendered assistance to him and helped to “start
(an account) for him.”
Novice peers were equally important in facilitating social media
use. S13 explained that the support she received from her peers
while learning together in a group setting had a positive effect
on her emotional well-being:
It helps me in that I’m not the only one that my
grandchildren are not helping, I always have to go
to friends, I’m not the only one. You don’t feel
neglected. [S13]

Perceived Influence on Health-Related Outcomes
Participants perceived social media apps’ use as both a health
benefit and a health threat. Specifically, social media use was
perceived to bring about positive outcomes, as it keeps older
adults cognitively engaged, improves health communication,
and increases social connectedness. Opinions remained mixed
on whether social media addiction was perceived as a potential
health threat among older adults.
JMIR Aging 2021 | vol. 4 | iss. 1 | e23826 | p. 5
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Theme 1: Cognitive Engagement
Social media use allowed older adults to remain cognitively
engaged. Some participants noted that social media use provided
an avenue for them to acquire new skills and keep cognitively
engaged postretirement (n=11), whereas others noted that social
media use helped them to maintain their language skills (n=2).
Although it was daunting to grasp new knowledge and learn to
use multiple functions, participants reported being motivated
to learn more and sign up for courses. They viewed these
learning opportunities as helping them stay “alert” (S13), such
that “they won’t go senile and get dementia” (S05). Older adults
perceive user-generated content on social media apps as a means
to compensate for the lack of cognitive engagement as they
transit into retirement. For instance, S03 described the
experience of posting photos on Instagram as a way to “see your
creativity” with his photography skills. Beyond developing
technical expertise, the spread of fake news and misinformation
on social media hones older adults’ abilities to judge the
credibility of its content:
You know how to differentiate whether good or bad.
Not all news give(s) you the correct information, so
you're more sharp of that. [S03]
Other participants cited concerns over their linguistic abilities
post retirement and viewed social media posting as a way to
“sharpen the brain,” such that “the spelling, the use of words
will not be dropped off from your memory” with old age (S08).
S12 credited social media use to provide an outlet for him to
articulate his opinions on news topics, which allowed him to
practice his writing and thinking skills:
Being able to even write things every day. How you
construct a sentence, how you convey an idea...it
should help with your cognitive ability.
However, S12 highlighted that those who “are the type who
just forward” may not be cognitively engaged if thinking is not
involved.
All participants (n=16) acknowledged that they used social
media as an alternative news source. As S08 explained, social
media is an additional channel to receive up-to-date news, more
than what she would have been exposed to via traditional media:
It does get me into reading more than what I’m
already reading or watching.

Theme 2: Health Communication
Participants agreed that social media increased their accessibility
to a wealth of health knowledge. This ranged from common
health information on nutrition (n=4), complementary and
alternative medicine (n=6), or advice that advocates engagement
in behavior (eg, special exercise techniques) to prevent
age-related decline (n=2):
They give you like what (health food) to eat more,
what fruits are good, bad..., like “oh eat more
ginger.” [S01]
Participants particularly appreciated the access to individuals
who they saw as unofficial health experts and perceived health
http://aging.jmir.org/2021/1/e23826/
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information from these sources to be more valuable than those
from their own clinicians. As S14 remarked:
All doctor(s) want you to pay money one.
However, some participants (n=2) acknowledged that with the
ease of posting on social media, information circulating on
social media is largely unfiltered and can be contradictory. The
experience of trying to discern the legitimate sources of health
information was confusing for some, and they explained the
following:
For every information they share, the video says it’s
good, there’s another one that says it’s not good.
[S12]
A few participants (n=5) opined that as older adults, they are
cognizant of this and are “mature enough not to fall into the
trap.” (S02). Some (n=3) attempted to cross-check with other
news sources, such as other media platforms, to establish its
veracity:
Sometimes I go YouTube to check whether true or
not. [S01]
One participant regarded traditional news media as a source of
scientific authority and used it as a heuristic in deciding on what
they read was believable:
When I see on TV the news is correct. But other news
like Panadol, they say don’t take because can cause
what, I won’t forward. Because I didn’t see in the
news. [S13]

Theme 3: Social Connectedness
S02 opined that in the past when the quality of information and
communications technology (ICT) was weaker, opportunities
to socialize tended to diminish with age because it was difficult
to sustain interactions on a regular basis. In contrast, with social
media, the ease of contact meant that its frequency will
consequently increase, enabling tangible opportunities for
interactions and allowing relationships to withstand time:
Look at my mother, she retired not into social media,
her world became smaller and smaller. I think when
I reach 80, I would have a wider base because of
social media. [S02]
Moreover, older adults appreciated that they were able to harness
the power of social media to improve or expand existing social
networks (n=9). A core feature of SNSs is that they aid the
discovery of lost contacts, and few participants (n=7) reported
becoming reacquainted with individuals they had previously
lost touch with. Recounting an episode where she reconnected
with some ex-classmates from an old photo that was posted on
a Facebook alumni page, S01 noted:
I feel good. It’s just to get to know my own friends,
some maybe pass away already, or they have been
doing well. I just want to know their well-being only.
Importantly, this initial contact facilitates offline interactions
as well. S11 related:
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...through Facebook, I got connected to my school
friends (from [name of country]). We managed to
meet up and have a reunion!
However, S06 felt that the increased reliance on web-mediated
interactions worsened the quality of relationships in real life:
People get so distant. Social media doesn’t help you
to be a social person, it gets you more onto a machine.

Theme 4: Addiction
Participants were divided on whether social media addiction
was a consequence of its use. One participant reasoned that as
older adults grew up in an era where the use of technology was
less integral to everyday life, older adults would be less
dependent on social media and did not perceive addiction to be
a problem for their age group:
They don’t have this habit from young. They picked
up the knowledge only in the later stage. So it is
something extra, rather than essential. [S09]
Others (n=4) felt that due to their life experiences, older adults
are more likely to be more “disciplined” and “aware” of the
frequency of use of their smartphones as compared with youths
(S02). As such, they are better able to manage the time spent
on social media more effectively.
Nonetheless, with the wide variety of social media apps and the
wealth of information and functions each offer, some
participants (n=4) noted that new users could become deeply
captivated by social media to the extent that they may be
inclined to overuse it. As S05 explained:
Those who start to explore, go deep into it.
Other participants (n=4) reasoned that with postretirement, the
amount of leisure time at older adults’ disposal significantly
increased, allowing them to spend more time on other activities.
These participants found themselves vulnerable to the allure of
social media:
At one stage, I was doing this too much. Older people,
especially when you are free you see. So, you tend to
answer, do this. [S13]

Discussion
Principal Findings
This study extends prior work by investigating older adults’
perceptions of social media in Singapore, with a particular focus
on social media apps’ use. Consistent with existing literature,
older adults’ social media use depends on personal and social
contexts [13]. Despite perceived security threats, personal
contexts such as personal attitudes and accessibility to
communications encouraged social media use. In addition, older
adults reported the desire to bond and support from others as
motivations for using social media.
Of particular interest to our study are the health-related outcomes
brought about by social media use. The remainder of this
discussion, thus, focuses on these outcomes and the
accompanying consequences. The utility of social media in
health promotion for older adults, particularly in the area of
healthy aging, was also evaluated.
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Social Media and Health-Related Outcomes
Cognitive Engagement
In this study, the role of cognition in influencing social media
use was apparent—social media provided an avenue for older
adults to remain cognitively engaged, while reducing their fears
of future cognitive deficits. Other studies have also found that
the acquisition of technical skills through social media use was
associated with better neuropsychological test scores among
novice older users [10,11]. Some have posited that an association
exists between sociality and cognition, such that interacting
with others improves cognitive functioning due to the multiple
inferential processes involved [27,28]. The increased frequency
of contact enabled by social media could be a possible mediating
factor between sociality and cognition.

Improved Health Communication
Social media can be used for health communication purposes
owing to its wide reach and availability of different sources of
information. Interestingly, although one could obtain health
information from formal sources such as physicians and health
institutions, older adults appreciated the ability to acquire health
information from informal sources via social media, such as
individuals they deem as unofficial health experts. This
highlights the importance of social relations in health
communication—older adults are more likely to seek and obtain
health information from individuals with whom they are socially
connected (including both web-based and offline relations),
compared with those who they have no connections with (eg,
formal health sources). With the ability to connect to informal
health sources via multiple channels, health communication is
enhanced with social media use.
Although there is increased access to health information, those
provided by informal sources may not be scientifically accurate,
rendering the evaluation of their legitimacy challenging [29].
In addition, the sensationalism of health news [30] and the
brevity of social media news increase the likelihood of readers
receiving false information from them. Older adults are often
vulnerable to web-based scams, and those aged above 65 years
have been found to be 7 times as likely to share fake news than
younger users [31]. Although older adults are aware of the need
to establish the veracity of news encountered on social media,
their strategies in doing so may be questionable. This suggests
the need for further interventions to foster digital literacy skills
among older adults to help them better evaluate health news.
Different strategies, such as face-to-face classes and blended
learning workshops [32,33], could be adopted to teach digital
literacy skills to older adults.

Increased Social Contact and Connectedness
This study indicates that the accessibility of social media in
enabling communication and its consequent increase in social
contact present a means to preserve dispersed social
relationships as older adults transit into retirement. Additional
social contact could enrich the quality of social relationships
and enhance emotional well-being, as evidenced by studies that
found that SNS use was associated with perceptions of feeling
valued and supported through their social networks and deriving
greater satisfaction with life [34,35].
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However, an increase in social contact may not necessarily
translate to social connectedness. This is dependent on the
motivations behind social media use: whether engagement with
others is motivated by the reward of prospective social ties or
by the desire to avoid the negative feelings associated with
social isolation [36]. For the former, social media strengthens
relationships and increases social connectedness. For the latter,
time spent on social media is seen as time spent away from
real-life interactions, which are perceived to generate greater
value [36]. Moreover, if efforts made to initiate web-based
contact with other co-users are not reciprocated, the
effectiveness of social media in improving social connectivity
may be limited [37].
The varying views of the value of web-based social interactions
suggest that social media supplements, rather than replaces the
need for offline, face-to-face interactions. As can be seen from
our findings, those with positive social media experiences
emphasized the ease of facilitating offline interactions (eg,
reunions with acquaintances or meet-ups with their social
circles) as a key benefit of social media. Thus, for social media
use to be meaningful, web-based interactions should be positive;
rewarding; and present opportunities for fostering additional
offline, face-to-face interactions. Beyond encouraging social
media use, future intervention programs should also aim to
provide more opportunities for older adults to connect with
others through offline interactions.

Risk of Addiction
Social media addiction, characterized by its excessive use and
lack of self-control over use habits, is a potential health concern.
Although little has been elucidated for older adults, a Norwegian
study reported that approximately 1% of those aged 60 to 74
years were found to be at risk for internet addiction [38]. The
prevalence of internet and social media addiction is expected
to rise with the rapid spread of digitalization today. Considering
this, the findings of this study that some older adults perceive
themselves as invulnerable to social media addiction and the
possibility of excessive social media use due to an increase in
leisure time postretirement warrant concerns.

Social Media and Healthy Aging
Potential in Reducing Social Isolation and Loneliness
Older adults are often at a high risk of social isolation, as their
social networks begin to shrink. In Singapore, 73.4% of older
adults are at least at a moderate risk of social isolation [39].
Furthermore, social isolation is associated with poorer health
and cognitive outcomes such as increased mortality and
multimorbidity risks [40] and increased risk of developing
dementia [41]. Thus, social isolation is a public health concern.
Older adults with physical disabilities are at an even higher risk
of social isolation. Nonambulant individuals are physically
limited in the range of social activities they can engage in [42],
whereas those with hearing disorders may deliberately choose
to socially withdraw due to potential difficulties in verbal
communication [43]. For these individuals, social media may
be an effective tool to facilitate social interactions and contact,
as they will not be bounded by physical spaces or abilities.
Previous studies have cited the successful use of internet training
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and access in reducing social isolation [44-46], suggesting the
possibility of tapping on digital technologies and platforms for
potential interventions. Future research could explore how social
media could be used to ameliorate social isolation among older
adults, especially those with physical disabilities.
Although often conflated, social isolation and loneliness are 2
different states. The former is a quantitative measure of social
network sizes, whereas the latter is the subjective feeling of
being socially isolated. In Singapore, even among older adults
deemed to be at low risk of social isolation, 44.7% were
sometimes lonely or mostly lonely [39], highlighting the different
social needs of these 2 groups. At present, evidence supporting
the effectiveness of social media in reducing loneliness remains
mixed [47,48]. Furthermore, the greater visibility into the lives
of their contacts afforded by the increased access on social
media may abet upward social comparison and intensify feelings
of loneliness [49]. Future research could be directed toward
elucidating how lonely older adults perceive social media use,
to determine its utility in meeting their social needs.

Support for Learning
It is crucial to ensure a conducive learning environment (with
instrumental support) for older adults. The formation of peer
learning communities could prove to be beneficial, where social
media literate older adults could be engaged as volunteers to
support novice users in their learning on using social media.
The utility of peer learning in seniors is well documented
[50-52]. Specifically, in the area of ICT, even the most proficient
seniors would have encountered similar experiences in their
initial forays into social media and would thus be better
positioned to advise new users on the knowledge of social media
apps than the younger generation [53]. Venues such as senior
activity centers could be tapped upon to facilitate these group
sessions.

Role in Successful Aging
According to Rowe and Kahn [54], successful aging comprises
3 components: maintenance of physical and cognitive
functioning, delayed onset of diseases and disability, and
continued engagement in social relations and meaningful
activities. Although cognitive and physiological deficits
experienced in older adulthood are results of age and genetic
predispositions, modifiable extrinsic factors such as lifestyle
habits play a part as well. Social media use could, therefore, act
as modifiable factors and potentially promote successful aging
by providing older adults an avenue for cognitive engagement,
while facilitating meaningful web-based and offline social
interactions at the same time [54]. Moreover, as older adults
value the importance of contributing back to society [55], the
aforementioned recommendation allows older adults to remain
engaged in meaningful activities when they volunteer to assist
their peers on social media navigation.

Strengths and Limitations
One of the strengths of this study was the strong rapport the
interviewer had with all participants. Consequently, participants
were comfortable throughout the interviews, were forthcoming
about their experiences, and did not hesitate to share their
personal struggles with social media apps. This ensured the
JMIR Aging 2021 | vol. 4 | iss. 1 | e23826 | p. 8
(page number not for citation purposes)

JMIR AGING
credibility of the data. Having a second coder outside of the
study team also enhanced the confirmability of the findings.
The use of maximum variation purposive sampling provided
diverse views. Older adults were well represented across gender,
age groups, living arrangements, and language of
communication. Importantly, the study included non-novice
users whose social media use was low. This was in contrast
with existing qualitative research on ICT use, where they
predominantly focused on novice users and the barriers faced
toward technology adoption [19,56,57]. Our study, thus, allowed
for a wider consideration of barriers across different user groups.
Barriers faced by non-novice users are likely to be different
from novice users, and both groups should not be conflated
together.
The findings of our study may have limited transferability due
to the inherent characteristics of the sample. Participants in this
sample are more highly educated, having received 15 years of
education on average. This demographic profile was to be
expected, as participants had relatively high educational
attainment in the original CHI study. The findings of this study
should be interpreted in consideration of this limitation.
Furthermore, using smartphone ownership as an inclusion
criterion could limit this sample to only affluent participants,
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as older adults tend to view smartphone ownership as a status
symbol [22]. Although this possibility was mitigated with the
inclusion of participants residing in 1-and 2-room housing flats,
further research could be conducted specifically on older adults
with lower income and education levels.

Conclusions
The study examined the social media experiences of older adults
in Singapore as well as their perceptions of social media in
promoting health-related outcomes. Our findings showed that
the decision to use social media is dependent on personal and
social contexts, and the various socialization experiences suggest
that social media benefits do not apply to everyone. Nonetheless,
our findings highlight multiple health benefits that could be
achieved with social media, such as cognitive engagement,
improved health communications, and increase in social
connectedness. Health care professionals, researchers, or
nonprofit organizations interested in delivering health-related
information could look into using social media as a potential
psychosocial intervention for older adults. Furthermore, for
older adults who express keen interest in learning to use social
media, every effort should be directed toward providing the
necessary infrastructure to navigate the pitfalls of social media
effectively.

Acknowledgments
The authors wish to thank all the participants for agreeing to participate in the study. XT would also like to thank her CHI study
colleagues NS, PQ, JC, and AP for assisting with the recruitment of participants. This work was supported by Research Donations
from Kwan Im Thong Hood Cho Temple and Lee Kim Tah Holdings Pte Ltd, under the Mind Science Centre, Department of
Psychological Medicine, National University of Singapore.

Conflicts of Interest
None declared.

References
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.

7.
8.
9.
10.
11.

Kaplan AM, Haenlein M. Users of the world, unite! The challenges and opportunities of social media. Bus Horiz 2010
Jan;53(1):59-68. [doi: 10.1016/j.bushor.2009.09.003]
Hogeboom DL, McDermott RJ, Perrin KM, Osman H, Bell-Ellison BA. Internet use and social networking among middle
aged and older adults. Educ Gerontol 2010 Jan 5;36(2):93-111. [doi: 10.1080/03601270903058507]
Sundar SS. The MAIN model: a heuristic approach to understanding technology effects on credibility. In: Metzger MJ,
Flanagin AJ, editors. Digital Media, Youth, and Credibility. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press; 2008:73-100.
Jung EH, Sundar SS. Senior citizens on Facebook: how do they interact and why? Comput Hum Behav 2016 Aug;61:27-35.
[doi: 10.1016/j.chb.2016.02.080]
Modahl M, Tompsett L, Moorhead T. Doctors, patients & social media. QuantiaMD. 2011. URL: http://www.quantiamd.com/
q-qcp/social_media.pdf [accessed 2019-07-01]
Medlock S, Eslami S, Askari M, Arts DL, Sent D, de Rooij SE, et al. Health information-seeking behavior of seniors who
use the internet: a survey. J Med Internet Res 2015 Jan 8;17(1):e10 [FREE Full text] [doi: 10.2196/jmir.3749] [Medline:
25574815]
Miller EA, Pole A. Diagnosis blog: checking up on health blogs in the blogosphere. Am J Public Health 2010
Aug;100(8):1514-1519. [doi: 10.2105/AJPH.2009.175125] [Medline: 20558802]
Bender JL, Jimenez-Marroquin M, Jadad AR. Seeking support on facebook: a content analysis of breast cancer groups. J
Med Internet Res 2011 Feb 4;13(1):e16 [FREE Full text] [doi: 10.2196/jmir.1560] [Medline: 21371990]
Zhou J. Improving older people's life satisfaction via social networking site use: evidence from China. Australas J Ageing
2018 Mar;37(1):E23-E28. [doi: 10.1111/ajag.12499] [Medline: 29388297]
Myhre JW, Mehl MR, Glisky EL. Cognitive benefits of online social networking for healthy older adults. J Gerontol B
Psychol Sci Soc Sci 2017 Sep 1;72(5):752-760. [doi: 10.1093/geronb/gbw025] [Medline: 26984523]
Quinn K. Cognitive effects of social media use: a case of older adults. Soc Media Soc 2018 Jul 19;4(3):205630511878720.
[doi: 10.1177/2056305118787203]

http://aging.jmir.org/2021/1/e23826/

XSL• FO
RenderX

JMIR Aging 2021 | vol. 4 | iss. 1 | e23826 | p. 9
(page number not for citation purposes)

JMIR AGING
12.
13.
14.
15.

16.

17.
18.
19.

20.

21.
22.
23.

24.

25.
26.
27.

28.
29.
30.
31.
32.
33.

34.
35.
36.

Toh EM. The Big Read: Feeling Lost in a Digital World, Some Elderly Shun Technology. Today. 2017. URL: https://www.
todayonline.com/singapore/big-read-feeling-lost-digital-world-some-elderly-shun-technology [accessed 2019-06-21]
Peek ST, Luijkx KG, Rijnaard MD, Nieboer ME, van der Voort CS, Aarts S, et al. Older adults' reasons for using technology
while aging in place. Gerontology 2016;62(2):226-237 [FREE Full text] [doi: 10.1159/000430949] [Medline: 26044243]
Wang S, Bolling K, Mao W, Reichstadt J, Jeste D, Kim H, et al. Technology to support aging in place: older adults'
perspectives. Healthcare (Basel) 2019 Apr 10;7(2):- [FREE Full text] [doi: 10.3390/healthcare7020060] [Medline: 30974780]
Vaportzis E, Clausen MG, Gow AJ. Older adults perceptions of technology and barriers to interacting with tablet computers:
a focus group study. Front Psychol 2017 Oct 4;8:1687 [FREE Full text] [doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2017.01687] [Medline:
29071004]
Czaja SJ, Charness N, Fisk AD, Hertzog C, Nair SN, Rogers WA, et al. Factors predicting the use of technology: findings
from the Center for Research and Education on Aging and Technology Enhancement (CREATE). Psychol Aging 2006
Jun;21(2):333-352 [FREE Full text] [doi: 10.1037/0882-7974.21.2.333] [Medline: 16768579]
Nef T, Ganea RL, Müri RM, Mosimann UP. Social networking sites and older users - a systematic review. Int Psychogeriatr
2013 Jul;25(7):1041-1053. [doi: 10.1017/S1041610213000355] [Medline: 23552297]
Jung EH, Walden J, Johnson AC, Sundar SS. Social networking in the aging context: Why older adults use or avoid
Facebook. Telematics Informatics 2017 Nov;34(7):1071-1080. [doi: 10.1016/j.tele.2017.04.015]
Lehtinen V, Näsänen J, Sarvas R. "A little silly and empty-headed" - older adults' understandings of social networking
sites. Proceedings of the 23rd British HCI Group Annual Conference on People and Computers: Celebrating People and
Technology; Cambridge, United Kingdom: BCS Learning & Development Ltd; 2009 Presented at: People and Computers
XXIII Celebrating People and Technology (HCI); 1-5 September 2009; Cambridge. [doi: 10.14236/ewic/hci2009.6]
Infocomm Media Development Authority. Annual survey on infocomm usage in households and by individuals for 2017.
Singapore: Infocomm Media Development Authority; 2018. URL: https://www.imda.gov.sg/-/media/Imda/Files/
Industry-Development/Fact-and-Figures/Infocomm-Survey-Reports/HH2017-Survey.pdf [accessed 2019-07-02]
Council for Third Age. Short Courses. National Silver Academy. URL: https://www.nsa.org.sg/allcourses.php [accessed
2019-07-04]
Pang N, Zhang X, Vu S, Foo S. Smartphone use by older adults in Singapore. Gerontechnology 2014;13(2):270-270. [doi:
10.4017/gt.2014.13.02.324.00]
Lee RZ, Yu J, Rawtaer I, Allen PF, Bao Z, Feng L, et al. CHI study: protocol for an observational cohort study on ageing
and mental health in community-dwelling older adults. BMJ Open 2020 May 4;10(5):e035003 [FREE Full text] [doi:
10.1136/bmjopen-2019-035003] [Medline: 32371513]
Peek ST, Wouters EJ, van Hoof J, Luijkx KG, Boeije HR, Vrijhoef HJM. Factors influencing acceptance of technology
for aging in place: a systematic review. Int J Med Inform 2014 Apr;83(4):235-248 [FREE Full text] [doi:
10.1016/j.ijmedinf.2014.01.004] [Medline: 24529817]
Leimgruber J. Singapore English: Structure, Variation, and Usage. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press; 2013.
NVivo qualitative data analysis software.: QSR International Pty Ltd URL: https://www.qsrinternational.com/
nvivo-qualitative-data-analysis-software/about/nvivo
Ybarra O, Burnstein E, Winkielman P, Keller MC, Manis M, Chan E, et al. Mental exercising through simple socializing:
social interaction promotes general cognitive functioning. Pers Soc Psychol Bull 2008 Feb;34(2):248-259. [doi:
10.1177/0146167207310454] [Medline: 18212333]
James BD, Wilson RS, Barnes LL, Bennett DA. Late-life social activity and cognitive decline in old age. J Int Neuropsychol
Soc 2011 Nov;17(6):998-1005 [FREE Full text] [doi: 10.1017/S1355617711000531] [Medline: 22040898]
Madathil KC, Rivera-Rodriguez AJ, Greenstein JS, Gramopadhye AK. Healthcare information on YouTube: a systematic
review. Health Informatics J 2015 Sep;21(3):173-194. [doi: 10.1177/1460458213512220] [Medline: 24670899]
Bomlitz LJ, Brezis M. Misrepresentation of health risks by mass media. J Public Health (Oxf) 2008 Jun;30(2):202-204
[FREE Full text] [doi: 10.1093/pubmed/fdn009] [Medline: 18281322]
Guess A, Nagler J, Tucker J. Less than you think: prevalence and predictors of fake news dissemination on Facebook. Sci
Adv 2019 Jan;5(1):eaau4586 [FREE Full text] [doi: 10.1126/sciadv.aau4586] [Medline: 30662946]
Seo H, Erba J, Altschwager D, Geana M. Evidence-based digital literacy class for older, low-income African-American
adults. Journal of Applied Communication Research 2019 Mar 11;47(2):130-152. [doi: 10.1080/00909882.2019.1587176]
Martínez-Alcalá CI, Rosales-Lagarde A, Alonso-Lavernia MD, Ramírez-Salvador J, Jiménez-Rodríguez B, Cepeda-Rebollar
RM, et al. Digital inclusion in older adults: a comparison between face-to-face and blended digital literacy workshops.
Front. ICT 2018 Aug 28;5. [doi: 10.3389/fict.2018.00021]
Silva FL, De Marchi AC, Scortegagna SA. Facebook as a social support environment for older adults. Univ Psychol 2018
Jul 6;17(3):1-11. [doi: 10.11144/javeriana.upsy.17-3.fsse]
Grieve R, Indian M, Witteveen K, Anne Tolan G, Marrington J. Face-to-face or Facebook: can social connectedness be
derived online? Comput Hum Behav 2013 May;29(3):604-609. [doi: 10.1016/j.chb.2012.11.017]
Ahn D, Shin D. Is the social use of media for seeking connectedness or for avoiding social isolation? Mechanisms underlying
media use and subjective well-being. Comput Hum Behav 2013 Nov;29(6):2453-2462. [doi: 10.1016/j.chb.2012.12.022]

http://aging.jmir.org/2021/1/e23826/

XSL• FO
RenderX

Han et al

JMIR Aging 2021 | vol. 4 | iss. 1 | e23826 | p. 10
(page number not for citation purposes)

JMIR AGING
37.

38.

39.
40.

41.

42.
43.
44.

45.

46.

47.

48.
49.
50.
51.
52.
53.
54.
55.
56.
57.

Han et al

Karimi A, Neustaedter C. From high connectivity to social isolation: communication practices of older adults in the digital
age. New York: Association for Computing Machinery; 2012 Presented at: Proceedings of the ACM 2012 conference on
Computer Supported Cooperative Work Companion; February 2012; Seattle. [doi: 10.1145/2141512.2141559]
Bakken IJ, Wenzel HG, Götestam KG, Johansson A, Oren A. Internet addiction among Norwegian adults: a stratified
probability sample study. Scand J Psychol 2009 Apr;50(2):121-127. [doi: 10.1111/j.1467-9450.2008.00685.x] [Medline:
18826420]
Chan A, Raman P, Ma S, Malhotra R. Loneliness and all-cause mortality in community-dwelling elderly Singaporeans.
DemRes 2015 Jun 3;32:1361-1382. [doi: 10.4054/demres.2015.32.49]
Holt-Lunstad J, Smith TB, Baker M, Harris T, Stephenson D. Loneliness and social isolation as risk factors for mortality:
a meta-analytic review. Perspect Psychol Sci 2015 Mar;10(2):227-237. [doi: 10.1177/1745691614568352] [Medline:
25910392]
Fratiglioni L, Wang HX, Ericsson K, Maytan M, Winblad B. Influence of social network on occurrence of dementia: a
community-based longitudinal study. Lancet 2000 Apr 15;355(9212):1315-1319. [doi: 10.1016/S0140-6736(00)02113-9]
[Medline: 10776744]
Victor CR, Scrambler SJ, Bowling A, Bond J. The prevalence of, and risk factors for, loneliness in later life: a survey of
older people in Great Britain. Ageing Soc 2005 Apr 22;25(6):357-375. [doi: 10.1017/s0144686x04003332]
Mick P, Kawachi I, Lin FR. The association between hearing loss and social isolation in older adults. Otolaryngol Head
Neck Surg 2014 Mar;150(3):378-384. [doi: 10.1177/0194599813518021] [Medline: 24384545]
White H, McConnell E, Clipp E, Branch LG, Sloane R, Pieper C, et al. A randomized controlled trial of the psychosocial
impact of providing internet training and access to older adults. Aging Ment Health 2002 Aug;6(3):213-221. [doi:
10.1080/13607860220142422] [Medline: 12217089]
Slegers K, van Boxtel MPJ, Jolles J. Effects of computer training and internet usage on the well-being and quality of life
of older adults: a randomized, controlled study. J Gerontol B Psychol Sci Soc Sci 2008 May;63(3):P176-P184. [Medline:
18559683]
Fokkema T, Knipscheer K. Escape loneliness by going digital: a quantitative and qualitative evaluation of a Dutch experiment
in using ECT to overcome loneliness among older adults. Aging Ment Health 2007 Sep;11(5):496-504. [doi:
10.1080/13607860701366129] [Medline: 17882587]
Wang Y, Matz-Costa C, Miller J, Carr DC, Kohlbacher F. Uses and gratifications sought from mobile phones and loneliness
among japanese midlife and older adults: a mediation analysis. Innov Aging 2018 Sep;2(3):igy027 [FREE Full text] [doi:
10.1093/geroni/igy027] [Medline: 30480146]
Pittman M, Reich B. Social media and loneliness: Why an Instagram picture may be worth more than a thousand Twitter
words. Computers in Human Behavior 2016 Sep;62:155-167. [doi: 10.1016/j.chb.2016.03.084]
Chou HG, Edge N. 'They are happier and having better lives than I am': the impact of using Facebook on perceptions of
others' lives. Cyberpsychol Behav Soc Netw 2012 Feb;15(2):117-121. [doi: 10.1089/cyber.2011.0324] [Medline: 22165917]
Clark F, Heller A, Rafman C, Walker J. Peer learning: A popular model for seniors education. Educ Gerontol 1997
Jan;23(8):751-762. [doi: 10.1080/0360127970230801]
Buonocore S, Sussman-Skalka C. Project insights: an evaluation of a community vision education project for older adults.
Educational Gerontology 2002 Apr;28(4):289-299. [doi: 10.1080/036012702753590406]
Peel NM, Warburton J. Using senior volunteers as peer educators: what is the evidence of effectiveness in falls prevention?
Australas J Ageing 2009 Mar;28(1):7-11. [doi: 10.1111/j.1741-6612.2008.00320.x] [Medline: 19243369]
Xie B. Information technology education for older adults as a continuing peer-learning process: a Chinese case study.
Educational Gerontology 2007 Apr 16;33(5):429-450. [doi: 10.1080/03601270701252872]
Rowe JW, Kahn RL. Successful aging. Gerontologist 1997 Aug;37(4):433-440. [Medline: 9279031]
Mathews M, Straughan PT. Results from the perception and attitudes towards ageing and seniors survey (2013/2014).
Research Collection School of Social Sciences (Paper 2220) 2014.
Xie B, Watkins I, Golbeck J, Huang M. Understanding and changing older adults' perceptions and learning of social media.
Educ Gerontol 2012 Apr 1;38(4):282-296 [FREE Full text] [doi: 10.1080/03601277.2010.544580] [Medline: 22639483]
Pfeil U, Zaphiris P, Wilson S. Older adults’ perceptions and experiences of online social support. Interacting Computers
2009 Jul;21(3):159-172. [doi: 10.1016/j.intcom.2008.12.001]

Abbreviations
CHI: Community Health and Intergenerational
ICT: information and communications technology
SNS: social networking site

http://aging.jmir.org/2021/1/e23826/

XSL• FO
RenderX

JMIR Aging 2021 | vol. 4 | iss. 1 | e23826 | p. 11
(page number not for citation purposes)

JMIR AGING

Han et al

Edited by G Eysenbach; submitted 25.08.20; peer-reviewed by W Tang, A Ghenai; comments to author 18.11.20; revised version
received 13.01.21; accepted 18.01.21; published 17.02.21
Please cite as:
Han M, Tan XY, Lee R, Lee JK, Mahendran R
Impact of Social Media on Health-Related Outcomes Among Older Adults in Singapore: Qualitative Study
JMIR Aging 2021;4(1):e23826
URL: http://aging.jmir.org/2021/1/e23826/
doi: 10.2196/23826
PMID: 33595437

©Madeline Han, Xin Yi Tan, Rachael Lee, Jeong Kyu Lee, Rathi Mahendran. Originally published in JMIR Aging
(http://aging.jmir.org), 17.02.2021. This is an open-access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution
License (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/), which permits unrestricted use, distribution, and reproduction in any
medium, provided the original work, first published in JMIR Aging, is properly cited. The complete bibliographic information,
a link to the original publication on http://aging.jmir.org, as well as this copyright and license information must be included.

http://aging.jmir.org/2021/1/e23826/

XSL• FO
RenderX

JMIR Aging 2021 | vol. 4 | iss. 1 | e23826 | p. 12
(page number not for citation purposes)

