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L. Ellinor, L.L. Maria, N. Ingeborg. Developing social contact and participation in social activities: Seniors’ experiences from a social internet-based intervention process. Gerontechnology 2017;16(2):101-108; https://doi.org/10.4017/gt.2017.16.2.005.00 Objective To explore seniors’ experiences of the intervention process after participating in a social internet-based
occupational therapy intervention. Method A qualitative interview study was conducted.
Twelve women and 3 men (66–87 years old), from the completed intervention study
participated. The study was placed in northern Sweden. Data were collected through
semi-structured interviews. The interviews were analyzed using the constant comparative
method, and two categories with subcategories were generated in the analysis. Results
The seniors experienced a need to participate in social internet-based activities (SIBAs)
due to their decline in social activities and the ever-increasing digitalization of society. In
the intervention process, the seniors’ experiences reflected two divergent directions. The
first consisted of seniors who had experiences of being hampered in participating in the
SIBAs in the intervention process. They did not completely reach their intervention goals,
but they did describe increased ability to use SIBAs and increased self-reliance. The other
direction of the process reflected experiences of reaching their goals in the intervention,
and they developed habitual participation in SIBAs as well as increased participation in
social activities outside the Internet. Conclusion The social internet-based intervention
can support seniors to overcome the obstacles that prevent them from participating in
SIBAs. By participating in SIBAs, the seniors might enrich their social activities and social
contacts both on the Internet and outside, if the intervention is individually targeted to
meet their needs.
Keywords: social activities, internet-based intervention, seniors, social contacts

Seniors’ restricted participation in internet-based
activities (IBAs) needs to be improved to support
their inclusion in today’s digital society1-3. Due to
functional declines4, lack of abilities, and lack of
accessibility1,5,6,, becoming older might indicate
limited use of technology in everyday life. A lack
of participation in IBAs might reduce seniors’
opportunities to access daily activities, available
in alternative ways via the Internet7. The use of
social IBAs (SIBAs) (i.e. social medias or online
video calls) has increased rapidly in the Swedish population, but seniors have not become users to the same extent as younger generations2.
SIBAs might be beneficial for seniors’ experiences of participation in society8, interactions with
younger generations, and sharing of everyday
life events with family and friends9,10.

negatively impact seniors’ satisfaction with their
social contacts and evolve into experiences of
loneliness14,15. Loneliness is also indicated to be
relieved by participation in SIBA interventions,
i.e. by giving support and facilitating social contact between seniors living in nursing homes
and their families, by use of online video-conference meetings17 and other social medias16. Even
though positive indications exist11,18, studies
have also identified barriers to participation in
SIBAs among seniors, including undefined personal goals and difficulty participating in SIBAs
without introduction and support11. Insecurity
and lack of knowledge on how to handle the
limited privacy and sometimes undesirable content associated with online activities might also
cause barriers for the seniors18.

SIBAs might also be useful for enhancing the reduced social activities and social contacts9,11 that
can occur due to retirement12, or the death of a
spouse13. Life-changing events like these might

To address the specific needs that have been
identified in the studies mentioned above, we
have evaluated the effects of an occupational
therapy SIBA intervention, for overcoming se-
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curity, and technological barriers and support
reduced loneliness, social activities and participation. The intervention focuses on individually
adapted and goal-directed actions to facilitate
seniors’ individual and group-based participation in SIBAs19, 20. The intervention has shown
positive results, including reduced self-reported
loneliness and a potential increase in satisfaction
with social contacts on the Internet. However, it
is not known from the available SIBA intervention studies16,17 how the participants experience
the intervention process to begin participating in
SIBAs. Nor is it known which barriers – such as
privacy and security issues21–the seniors are facing in the intervention process. It is important to
understand the participants’ experiences of the
intervention so as to provide evidence for the
worth of the intervention22 and to develop clientcentered interventions23. The aim with this study
was to explore seniors’ experiences of the intervention process after participating in a social internet-based occupational therapy intervention.

Method

A qualitative interview study was designed to
capture the seniors’ experiences of the intervention process. The data were collected by qualitative, semi-structured, open-ended questions24
and analyzed with the constant comparative
method described by Strauss & Corbin25.
The analysis method was also chosen to capture
the seniors’ experiences of similarities and differences in the meanings, interactions, and actions
during the intervention process. Ethical approval
was given from the ethics committee in Umeå,
Sweden (Dnr 2011-109-31 M).
The informants in this study were recruited from
the earlier explorative randomized controlled
intervention study, which is more thoroughly
described elsewhere20. In brief, the former explorative intervention study had a crossover design and involved 30 participants who were randomized to a fall or spring group and received
three months of intervention during the intervention period. The intervention in that study aimed
to reduce seniors’ vulnerability to loneliness
through participation in SIBAs. The individually adapted, and client-centered occupational
therapy SIBA intervention was planned in collaboration with the occupational therapists (OTs)
and was based on the seniors’ individual goals
for the SIBA intervention. The intervention program followed a combination of a group-based
and individual format. An online video-phone
call was used for all of the group meetings. The
OTs combined the groups after the first individual meeting based on i.e. seniors’ interests, age
and gender. Assignments were given in advance
of the group meetings with tasks to accomplish
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and subjects to discuss at the meeting, one task
could be to find a debate article about current
topics in society and present it at the meeting.
Other SIBAs were used to meet the individuals’
goals, and support from the OTs was given individually in the seniors’ homes or remotely via email, video-phone call or telephone when needed. The groups met online every 2nd week for
one and a half hour, and the individual support
was offered every week in their homes. None of
the authors of the present article were involved
in the intervention process with the seniors.
Procedure and selection of informants
In this study, participants from the previous explorative intervention study20 were recruited using a purposeful sampling method. The study
took place in a mid-size city in northern Sweden.
The participants had Internet access at home
and had experiences of using the Internet and of
participating in SIBAs after the intervention. To
explore potential differences in the seniors’ intervention processes, participants from both sexes were included. In addition, a variety of ages
and experience using computers and the Internet as well as informants who described having
achieved their goals during the intervention and
those who did not were included. The sampling
was done by the first author using complementary information from the intervening OTs involved
in the previous explorative intervention study.
The enrollment of the informants to this interview
study was initiated two weeks after the explorative intervention study was completed. Initially,
an invitation letter was sent out to four seniors
from the previous intervention study with information about the study purpose and voluntary
participation. These four were then contacted
by telephone (about one week later) and asked
to give their consent to participate. If they approved, a time and place for the interview was
decided based on the seniors’ choice. The interviews were conducted during the continued
enrolment, which was repeated until 15 seniors
had been included and the data were considered to be sufficiently rich to ensure the quality
of the study. In total, the invitation letter was sent
to 20 out of the 30 available seniors from the
earlier intervention study. Reasons for declining
participation included lack of time, sickness, and
having no interest in participating.
Informants
Fifteen seniors (3 men and 12 women, aged 66-87
years) were included. Ten of them were living alone
and five were cohabiting. Ten had participated in
the intervention in the fall and ended the intervention six months prior to this qualitative interview
study, and five participated in the spring group and
ended the intervention two weeks before this study.
Vol. 16, No 2
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Data collection
The interview guide that was used for the data
collection was based on open-ended questions,
including the seniors’ reasons for being interested in participating in SIBAs and how the intervention process and the support they received
during the intervention process was experienced.
Moreover, consequences and influences on daily life during and after the intervention process
were also explored in the interview questions.
All interviews were conducted in the seniors’
homes, were audio recorded, and lasted between 30 and 60 minutes. During the data collection process, the audiotaped interviews were
listened through to support the understanding of
the participants’ experiences and to alter the interview questions if needed. All interviews were
transcribed verbatim after all the interviews had
been conducted, and thereafter the analysis of
the data was initiated.
Data analysis
All authors contributed and took part in the
constant comparative analysis25. The interviews
were read through several times to identify similarities and differences reflected in the seniors’
experiences of the intervention process and
their interactions and actions during the process.
Open coding was then used to identify pieces of
the text with meaning related to the purpose of
the study. The codes with similar content were
brought together into preliminary categories to
reflect the participants’ experiences with the intervention process. For each preliminary category, memos were written to record early thoughts
and interpretations of the text to support the further categorization. The first author performed
the initial preliminary analysis that was discussed
and compared with the understanding of the
third author. In that deliberation, ideas on how
to develop and structure the preliminary categories were formed and changed, which were then
reviewed by the second author. The first author
then continued on to axial coding where similarities and differences in the individual processes
were combined into preliminary sub-categories.
Later in the analysis, both the second and the
third authors contributed with deliberations
about the preliminary categories including the
sub-categories. Also, both the preliminary and
the established categories with sub-categories
were compared with the content of the interviews to ensure that the results were grounded
in the data. The analysis process continued until
a shared understanding was reached between
all the authors. Two categories with sub-categories were generated in the analysis process, and
these are described in the results section. The
manuscript was subjected to peer-review from
research colleagues as advised to increase the
credibility of the results26,27.
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Results

Two categories were generated in the analysis
process. The first reflected how the intervention process emanated from a mutual standpoint and how the seniors’ social decline combined with increased digitalization in society
evoked a need to change prior to the intervention. The second reflected differences in
whether the seniors achieved their goals for the
intervention, which are described in the four
sub-categories (two for each direction of the
intervention process) (Figure 1).
Social decline and societal digitalization evoke
a need to change
In this category, the seniors’ experiences reflected a need to change and to develop their
social life by participating in SIBAs. The need
to change emanated from experiences of lifechanging events – such as the loss of a spouse,
a change of residence or retirement – that had
caused a reduction in significant social contacts. The seniors expressed interest in participating in SIBAs because of the possibility to
increase social contacts, as illustrated in this
quotation: “Because I was lonely, I wanted to
learn…at my age, it is not that easy to come
into contact with new people.” The seniors’
experiences also reflected uncertainties about
how to properly initiate social contact via
SIBAs, including how much they should reveal
about themselves and what to write. Their
experiences also reflected the idea that they
were required to participate in SIBAs to be
able to interact with others. The readiness to
try SIBAs was also influenced by thoughts that
SIBAs could be interesting or that they needed the ability to manage such activities due
to increased digitalization in society. Some
had also been introduced to SIBAs by relatives and had gained an awareness of different
social medias that could be used. When the
seniors were reflecting on their experiences
in using computers and the Internet before the
intervention, they expressed various levels of
skills. The seniors had used and were interested in IBAs, but some were more satisfied and
some were less satisfied with their technological skills as illustrated by the following two
quotations with contrasting experiences. One
senior who was more familiar with the use of
IBAs expressed a sense of familiarity: “It was
based on using the computer, and I had been
doing that for a couple of years so that was
easier. Searching for things on the computer
and receiving e-mail and such things is something I had been doing”. The opposite feeling was expressed by another senior: “I’m not
that skilled with computers and I always get so
scared, and wonder how I close this [program]
without removing everything.”
Vol. 16, No 2
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Social decline
and societal
digitalization
evoke a need
to change

Divergent processes
in enhancing
satisfactory
participation in
SIBAs

Hampered use of SIBAs related to
unmet needs

Use of SIBAs evolves in agreement
with the motivation for
participating

Developed selfreliance and the
ability to use SIBAs

Developed habitual
participation in SIBAs and other
social contexts

Goal achievement

Figure 1. Visualization of the seniors’ divergent intervention processes, at first towards the development of
self-reliance and the ability to use SIBAs. Then the second direction that lead to goal achievement and habitual
participation in SIBAs.

Divergent processes in enhancing satisfactory
participation in SIBAs
This category and its four sub-categories reflect
how the seniors’ intervention processes developed in two divergent directions. On the one
hand were those who experienced hampered
participation in SIBAs but who developed increased abilities to use SIBAs and self-reliance.
On the other hand, there were those whose participation in SIBAs evolved into experiences of
goal-achievement and satisfactory habitual participation in social activities both on the Internet
and in other social contexts.
Hampered use of SIBAs related to unmet needs
From the seven seniors who experienced that
their use of SIBAs was hampered in the intervention process; four of them had participated in the
intervention in the fall and three in the spring.
Five of them were living alone and two were cohabiting. The seniors in this direction described
difficulties related to themselves as a person, for
example, memory loss or sickness, or to technical issues (e.g., insufficient Internet connection)
or social aspects such as difficulties in finding
suitable friends. Other difficulties mentioned by
the seniors were that they had not always prioritized the intervention or they had been restricted in fully participating by other conditions
in their life situation during the intervention process. One reason given for not fully participating
was having too little time due to too many other
obligations and activities, and this led to the
feeling that they should have contributed more
during the intervention. One senior described a
set of difficulties that hampered the intervention
process: “As I said, I was being lazy because I
was preoccupied with other things and then I
got sick in the middle of all this, and then you put
that aside [use of SIBAs]. So, unfortunately, it did
not become what I had expected it to become,
and maybe it had something to do with me as
well, that I was too lazy.” The seniors’ experiences from the individual meetings with the OTs
also reflected that additional time could have
been beneficial for them to progress further in
the intervention process towards their goals.
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The seniors that progressed in this direction and
experienced difficulties that hampered them in
their progression did not always have well-defined motives for participating in SIBAs, as one
senior explained: “I wanted to learn just because
everybody else had it [the computer and Internet],
the whole family had it and others were talking
about how you should get ‘it’ when you become
old”. These seniors’ experiences also reflected
1
that the online video calls had not been made
independently during the process, and how the
group meetings had been less satisfactory. This
was due to problems with the technology and
difficulties in finding others in the group who
met their expectations of a potential friend: “I do
not think that there was anything wrong with the
idea [to meet each other online]… I think that it
was in the [group members] who were supposed
to work together…and it can be really difficult
for you to combine us, you do not know us.”
The seniors’ experiences also reflected barriers
to participate in SIBAs that were related to a lack
of privacy online and to not being completely
confident in how to limit the spread of personal
information on the Internet.
Developed self-reliance and the ability to use SIBAs
The seniors who were hampered in their intervention processes did not achieve all aspects
related to their goals. Their experiences did,
however, reflected that the OTs had supported
them in learning and developing their ability
to use SIBAs, and this led to an increased belief in their own abilities. After the intervention,
it was also reflected that the participants had
gained the power to decide for themselves if
they wanted to participate: “Yes, now it is up
to you, that you get going… it’s all up to me to
work with this. I have received the tools, now
I just have to start using them.” Their experiences also reflected that they could experience
it as demanding to change previous habitual activities and to establish new ways to participate
in activities, and they talked about themselves
as being ‘too old’, meaning that changes could
require more time and engagement than when
they were younger.
Vol. 16, No 2
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Although their self-reliance and abilities to use
SIBAs were experienced as being increased,
many barriers were still prominent after the intervention. For example, they often had to wait for
someone to help them with technical problems
or they had no headset to use for the video-calls
after the intervention ended. They often did not
fully recognize the personal benefits of participating in SIBAs, and they also felt that SIBAs could
be complicated to understand and use, as one
senior described the complexity of one social
media: “It is difficult to grasp, you jump between
different persons like your brother, and his kids…
apparently you get a birthday reminder as well”.
When reflecting on their use of SIBAs for social
contact and interaction, they did not experience
that the SIBAs had a prominent impact on their
social life. This was related to a limited number
of people in their present social network who
participated in SIBAs and the fact that many of
their friends and relatives were not yet online.
Another reason was that they had not searched
actively for social contacts or made any online
social contacts that were experienced as suitable or interesting to them. The seniors often
preferred to meet others outside the Internet,
and they described how the quality of social interactions was different outside the Internet. Despite not achieving all of their goals, the seniors’
experiences in this direction of the intervention
process reflected that their development towards
participating in SIBAs had not come to an end.
They might continue to learn how to use SIBAs
because they thought that such abilities are
needed in today’s digital society.
Use of SIBAs evolves in agreement with the motivation for participating
The eight seniors’ in this other direction in the
intervention experienced progress towards their
goal achievements by support of the OTs. Six of
them had participated in the intervention in the
fall and two in the spring. Five of them were living alone and three were cohabiting.
The support they received in how to participate in SIBAs during their individual sessions
was to be sufficient for their needs: “You never
felt rushed, or that ”you should get that”, and I
suppose that this made it fun when [the occupational therapist] was here.” The seniors’ experiences reflected how they tried to increase
their abilities by repeating the tasks between the
individual meetings and by taking their own initiative to make social contacts and to participate
in SIBAs. The seniors’ experiences also revealed
that they valued being in charge of their learning
and that they were entrusted to perform the tasks
by themselves: “There is no point if someone is
just showing you, you won’t learn from that. No,
2017
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you have to press the buttons [on the computer]
yourself; it is the only way, I think, to learn.
For the online group meetings, they experienced
how easy it was to participate even though technical problems could occur. The group meetings
provided satisfactory social contacts–and they
appreciated meeting others online–and the assignments that needed to be completed before
the meetings were experienced as pleasant.
They also expressed that the level of instruction
was suitable for them. The seniors’ experiences
of the learning process during the intervention
were compared with other formats, like previous
courses, and it was described how such courses had often not been suitable for their needs.
In the courses, they had experienced that they
were often left behind because the other participants had been too young, too skilled or learned
too fast. The seniors also described how they
avoided the problem of transferring knowledge
from another setting with different technical
equipment’s because they used their own computer at home during this intervention.
Developed habitual participation in SIBAs and
other social contexts
These seniors expressed how they had reached
their goals with the intervention. Similarly, to the
seniors who took the other direction in the intervention process, they also developed increased
self-reliance and the ability to use SIBAs, but they
continued to develop a more habitual participation in SIBAs as a way to develop social contacts
both on the Internet and offline. The seniors told
how they were satisfied with their participation
after the intervention, and they experienced having sufficient social contacts and being able to
participate in different SIBAs as they wished to
(i.e. both international and age-adapted social
medias). This more habitual use was reflected as
they continued to visit social forums for social
contacts and to initiate and develop the contacts,
for example, with friends, family, and those living far away as well as with younger generations. The participation in SIBAs was described
as facilitating interactions and social contacts,
for example, with grandchildren who might not
otherwise respond to traditional mail outside the
Internet. Brief messages were also sent via SIBAs
to decide things like when and where to meet
for social activities outside the Internet. Their descriptions revealed that they continued to meet
their social contacts from the Internet in other
contexts, i.e. for coffee, to travel together, to go
to the theater, or to go dancing together. The
SIBA participation had contributed with other
ways to meet and had contributed with shared
activities that brought them together: “We had
lunch one time, and [before the lunch] we used
a social forum online to decide what restaurant
Vol. 16, No 2
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to meet at. I have met them, so now I can say hi
to them, and kind of know them now”.

losses), or that the time frame was too limited
for them to develop the habit of participating in
the SIBAs. Also, some of the seniors might have
felt that the introduced SIBAs did not meet their
expectations of needed and meaningful activities. This is supported in previous research28,29
that indicates that satisfactory goal achievement
requires that the clients’ individual needs are
identified and met, and that the intervention is
individually tailored during the intervention process to support participation in SIBAs8,30.

The seniors’ experiences revealed the necessity
to initiate social contact and to be active online
and not just wait for others to contact them. The
social contact via the Internet was experienced as
valued and supplementary to offline social activities, but the offline social contacts were described
as something ‘different’: “Being able to see each
other and to see each other’s body language and
other expressions is something completely different from what one experiences online.”

The results from present study reflected that
some seniors reached their goals with the occupational therapy SIBA intervention and enriched their social activities, social contacts, and
participation in other social contexts. These
aspects are positive indications of the intervention program20. The intervention was also reflected as client-centered by the experiences of
the seniors, mainly by those who reached their
goals with the intervention. They described that
they had found that the OTs method of learning suited their needs, especially in comparison
with previous courses they had taken in which
the general content did not facilitate their learning. In this study, the seniors’ experiences also
reflected how the SIBAs had become a shared
activity that brought them together in other social settings outside internet. This positive results
are supported by other research31, indicating
that reduced experiences of loneliness might be
achieved by taking active part in social activities
and by being supported in sharing experiences,
having a sense of belonging to a group, and making social contacts. Both directions of the intervention process also described the social contact
outside the Internet as something ‘different’ in
comparison with the online contacts, but that it
was still a valuable complementary contact. To
explore the quality in social interactions and
contacts on internet were not a primary focus
in this research and should be explored further.

The online video phone call that was used for
the group-based part of the intervention (and
used individually if suitable to the participant’s
goals) was also used after the intervention by
these seniors, and for some it had become one
way to habitually participate in social activities.
For example, one senior described that after the
intervention the online video-phone call supported maintained regularly daily contact with a
family member living far away. The video-phone
call had contributed to another dimension in
their relationship because they talked more often and also saw each other. The seniors also
experienced that they now had a wider perspective on the world and that it was easier for them
to make contact with people from around the
world. Experiences of loneliness or lack of satisfactory social contacts were reflected as being
eased for some of the participants, because they
could participate in SIBAs any time of the day or
week, for example, on a rainy day when feelings
of loneliness might be more prominent.
The seniors who progressed in this direction in
the intervention process felt that they were more
prepared to handle the lack of privacy on the
Internet. They had also become more confident:
“I have overcome many barriers…you are more
confident and develop a sense of daring and of
experiencing new things”.

From earlier research11,18, security and privacy issues were assumed to become hindering aspects
to the intervention process. The results from this
study indicated that the seniors were aware of
such issues and that they considered them to
be troublesome, although they (especially those
who reached their goals) achieved feelings of
increased abilities to handle such issues when
participating in SIBAs. Enhanced participation
in SIBAs might help overcome barriers related
to the digital gap and might support increased
participation in today’s digitalized society1. The
seniors in this study were prepared to participate in SIBAs, and they were influenced to do
so by a decline in their social networks and by
the increasing prevalence of the technology that
makes up much of modern daily life. This SIBA

Discussion

The seniors who participated in the occupational
therapy SIBA intervention all had similar needs
and interest prior to the intervention, but during
the intervention they developed in different directions in relation to their goals. Based on the
findings presented here, it is difficult to fully understand why the intervention process took two
different directions because the participants received similar individually adapted support. The
fact that all of them did not benefit to the same
extent might be related to aspects in their daily
lives that prevented them from fully participating in the intervention, that they experienced
personal deficits that were not identified or accounted for in the intervention (such as memory
2017
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intervention might therefore have the potential
to be used worldwide to support seniors’ digital
inclusion and reduced loneliness.
For the group meetings, the seniors had different preferences that might have influenced their
satisfaction with the social contact in the group.
Some were satisfied, while others described that
the meetings did not meet their preferences for
social contact. How to create beneficial groups
for the online meetings is a suggestion for future
studies because the social contact was valued
by some of the participants and might be one
way to reduce vulnerability to loneliness. Thus,
how to more clearly define the goals, plans, and
combinations of group members should be further explored, as suggested for therapeutic activity group formats32, and in order to better understand how the online environment influences
these interactions33.
The trustworthiness34,35 of the results has been
enriched by the involvement of several researchers in the analysis process and by the careful interpretations of the data to ensure that the results
originate from the seniors’ experiences. This
group of participants initiated and tried to create a change in their social context and activities
and might therefore be a highly motivated group
in comparison with the general population. The
transferability34,35 of this study is thus limited to
seniors (especially women) in a Swedish context
who are vulnerable to experiences of loneliness but who are actively searching for ways to
change that. The seniors had the ability to participate in IBAs but needed support to advance
their knowledge further. A possible limitation in
the data is the variation in time (from two weeks

to six months) since they participated in the occupational therapy SIBA intervention. A longer
time period since the intervention might have
made it more difficult for the seniors to recall
details from their intervention processes, and for
those who participated more recently changes
over time after the intervention might not have
been captured. In the earlier intervention study,
no significant differences in outcome between
the fall and the spring group was detected in
relation to group allocation20. This qualitative
exploration of the seniors’ experiences with
the intervention process has provided a better understanding of the aspects that hindered
or facilitated their participation in SIBAs. This
knowledge is important for the further development of this intervention so that it can better support seniors to develop habitual participation in
social activities and social contexts both on the
Internet and offline.

Conclusion

This exploration of the seniors’ experiences of
the SIBA intervention indicated that the seniors
should be carefully supported in identify the
meaning of the SIBAs in the intervention process.
The intervention should be individually adapted
in terms of time and content so as to reduce the
difficulties in participating in SIBAs. When these
difficulties are accounted for, the intervention
might support habitual participation in social activities and enhance social contacts both on the
Internet and offline. To further advance this intervention, the goal setting, client-centeredness,
individual adaptation, and individual support
should be emphasized and constantly evaluated
throughout the intervention process.
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